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ABSTRACT

LIFE HISTORIES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN SENIOR
STUDENT AFFAIRS OFFIDERS

Tamekia M. Scott, Ed.D.
Department of Counseling, Adult and Higher Education
Northern Illinois University, 2016
Carrie Kortegast, Director

The purpose of this qualitative research, guided by Black Feminist Thought, was to
examine the experiences of African American women senior student affairs officers to
understand the strategies they utilized to advance their careers. Participants included six vice
presidents/chancellors for student affairs (reporting directly to the president of the institution)
and one dean of students reporting to the vice president for student affairs. The participants’
recounted raced and gendered experiences during their journey to becoming a senior student
affairs officer into their journey of being a senior student affairs officer. Their shared
experiences were based on tokenism, hyperawareness of systemic racism and sexism, and
perceptions of leadership styles verses angry Black woman. They also reported support
systems such as mentors, sponsors, spirituality, and family that influence their thoughts,
decisions, and motivation to continue in the field of student affairs and ultimately in higher
education. The implications of the study encourages and challenges African American
women and other women of color who are administrators to share their professional

experiences to continue to enlighten scholarship and practice while encouraging institutions to
provide funding, personnel resources, and training for all employees.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
“My body is very different from most of the dancers I dance with. My hair is different
than most I dance with. But I did not let that stop me. Black girls rock and can be ballerinas”
(Copeland, 2014, p. xi).
African American women in the United States are not equally represented at senior
levels of leadership within higher education. This is the case even with advancement in
leadership in both public and private educational sectors. As an African American woman
with a desire to advance into a senior student affairs leadership position, Misty Copeland’s
quote is a true reflection of my professional experience. If I were to adapt Ms. Copeland’s
quote for an African American woman who desires to become a Senior Student Affairs
Officer (SSAO), it would read: “My body differs greatly from most of the senior student
affairs administrators I work with. My hair even differs from most I work with. However, I
will not let that stop me. Black girls rock and can be SSAO.” Thus, this study will bring to
light the experiences of African American women in senior student affairs leadership
positions as well as identify some of the ways that they have navigated challenges throughout
their career advancement experience.
The field of student affairs aims to value and instill diversity; however, it is
contradictory that the representation of diversity inside its leadership is not mirrored. The
body of research of people of color in higher education continues to grow as many students of
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color and students with an interest in inequality graduate and become scholars who seek to
provide insight to better understand under-represented groups. As many students of color
become professionals in the field the question arises, “When I see you, why don’t I see me?”
Therefore, as the leaders in higher education continue to break diversity barriers, there is a
desire to provide the role map that Komives, Lucas, and McMahon (1998) referenced for
students and inspire leaders in the field of higher education. Research on African American
males has increased because of scholarly researchers that look like them and/or want to
educate others on the population they are researching (Harper, 2006, 2009; Harper &
Nicholas, 2008). Likewise, the body of research pertaining to women of color continues to
grow (Berry & Mizelle, 2006), while university presidents who are women of color (Viernes
Turner, 2007) research African American women who are presidents at community colleges
(Humphrey, 2012) and women in middle management careers in student affairs (Renn &
Hughes, 2004). However, there is still limited research on African American women who are
senior student affairs administrators/officers (Clayborne, 2006; Miles, 2012; Sober, 2014).
The distinctive experience of the intersection of race and gender within a position of power in
an institution of higher education is under researched.
There are limited African American women SSAOs in the field of higher education
today, yet the number of African American women persisting in degree completion continues
to increase (Miles, 2012). As this population grows, the field of higher education should be
mirrored by its senior administrators. Working as a student affairs educator for the past 10
years, I have learned a lot about what leadership looks like as an African American woman.
In my years in student affairs, I have often wondered why many African American women are
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only seen at the policy implementer stage or conductors of student affairs. Initially, I
considered the level of education to be a factor of stagnation; however, as I began to look for
examples, it became apparent that the leaders that I aspire to be rarely exist. Not only do they
rarely exist, but there is a lack of guidance or literature that speaks directly to me as an
African American woman who desires to simply advance in leadership. “So when I read
about you, I don’t see me.”
Komives et al. (1998) noted that, “to successfully navigate in this world, new maps are
needed – maps describing the leadership that is needed in an era of rapid change” (p. 48).
Unfortunately, much of the literature on leadership and advancement is based on the views
and experiences of White men and White women (Parker, 2005). Knowledge of the
leadership and advancement of those in administrative positions is essential because it can
help paint a complete picture of achievement or clarify the professional inconsistencies that
African American women, in particular, face as administrators. For that reason, it is
important to investigate the leadership styles of the African American woman senior student
affairs officer. It is also essential to see how their perceived leadership skills have contributed
to or hindered advancement. According to the National Center for Education Statistics
([NCES] 2012a), it is imperative to identify the support necessary to attract, recruit, and retain
African American senior student affairs administrators in higher education. With the growing
number of African American female undergraduate students (NCES, 2012b), there is a
growing need to see higher education leaders in power who look like them (Watt, 2006).
Black women in senior student affairs positions are a group of professionals who are
under-researched. Based on the limited research available, it is evident that more research
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needs to be done and published related to how people of color, specifically African American
women, experience higher education (Berry & Mizelle, 2006; Viernes Turner, 2007; Renn &
Hughes, 2004). Such research can change one’s ideology, which could alter all points of
support and enhance the retention and persistence of African American women (Belk, 2006;
Clayborne, 2006; Sober, 2014). African American women who are already middle managers
are being overlooked for career advancement opportunities, along with the small groups of
SSAOs who have persistent and attained leadership positions (Miles, 2012; Sober, 2014).
The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of African American women
senior student affairs officers to understand the strategies they utilized to advance their
careers. The remainder of this chapter provides an overview of how this study adds to the
research on African American women senior student affairs officers. Also, note that African
American is often used interchangeably with Black. The term “African American” refers to
individuals of African descent who are American, whereas Black is more inclusive of
individuals that migrated from other parts of the world, such as the Caribbean.
Student Affairs

Student affairs or student services are specialized units within higher education that
provide support services and programs to college students. Student affairs and student
development are used interchangeably with student services. To provide a greater
understanding of the need for more research on African American women senior student
affairs officers, this section provides a brief historical overview of the field of student affairs,
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the function of a senior student affairs officer, the demographics of SSAOs, and concludes
with the research’s problem statement.
Historical Overview of Student Affairs

The field of student affairs started in colonial colleges with the concept of in loco
parentis. In loco parentis is a Latin term that implies that the faculty and administration of
universities take the place of parents for students at school (Lee, 2012). In loco parentis
initially happened inside the dormitories where curfews, rules, boundaries, expectations, and
disciplinary consequences for behaviors were recognized by the faculty members (Nuss,
2003). After the Civil War, faculty were expected to concentrate more on research and
scholarship and, as a consequence, administrators were hired to take on the in loco parentis
role with titles such as dean of women or men, that began the profession of student affairs
(Delworth, Hanson, & Associates, 1989). From the field’s foundation, student affairs have
exhibited a commitment to the student’s holistic development, as he or she is working toward
earning an academic degree (Lee, 2011).
In addition to developing the whole student, the field of student affairs continues to
support the university’s mission. As the profession grew, professional organizations were
developed to ground the field. In 1919, the Conference of Deans and Adviser of Men was
founded and, about two years later (under a different name), the National Association of
Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) started (NASPA, 2015b). Likewise, in 1924, the
National Association for Deans of Women (NADW) was established and, in 1931, NADW
became the American College Personnel Association (ACPA), which is known as one of the
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two key organizations that represent student affairs professionals (ACPA, 2015). With the
advancement of the professional organizations, student affairs leaders educate students in
higher education alongside academic faculty by helping students develop life skills (Dungy &
Ellis, 2011).

Function of Student Affairs Officer (SSAO)

The highest position within student affairs is known to be a senior student affairs
officer. Senior Student Affairs Officer (SSAO) is sometimes interchangeable with vice
president of student affairs or dean of students. SSAOs are responsible for all co-curricular
support services designed to help students succeed such as multicultural programs, student
activities, Greek life, residence life, recreation/fitness centers, women’s centers/programs,
student unions, judicial affairs, student organization advising, student government advising,
leadership development, campus museums/art, career services, study abroad programs,
wellness programs, lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender programs, support for students with
disabilities, veteran’s programs, and new student orientation (NASPA, 2015a).
An SSAO manages units that are vital to the involvement and development of students
(Tinto, 1993; Weddle-West & Bingham, 2010). Student affairs departments are also known
for the establishment of a sense of belonging and the retention rate of minority students
(O’Keeffe, 2013; Weddle & Bingham, 2010). This study is centered on the role of the Senior
Student Affairs Officer, not merely for the need for more African American women in chief
management, but also the influence that this leadership position has on the students’
development and experience. According to Weddle and Bingham (2010), “Even when the
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entire University is not committed to the retention and graduation of minority students, one
senior level executive can make a difference” (p. 9).

Research Design

The purpose of this life history study is to examine the experiences of African
American women senior student affairs officers in order to understand the strategies that they
employed to become senior-level administrators. Life history research is connected to a
fundamental way of understanding the intersection of human experience and social context
(Cole & Knowles, 2001). Life story interviewing, in particular, is a qualitative research
method for collecting information about the individual principles of one person's whole life
that is transferable across fields (Atkinson, 2002).

Research Questions

This study is guided by three sub-questions:
1. What were the career trajectories of African American women SSAOs?
2. How did African American women SSAOs navigate racism and sexism along their
career journeys?
3. What strategies have African American women senior student affairs administrators
employed in order to be successful in their career advancement?

8
Conceptual Framework Overview
This study was framed by Collins’ Black Feminist Thought. Black Feminist Thought
focuses on the intersectionality of societal elements such as race, gender, socioeconomic, and
politics of Black women (Collins, 1990, 2000). The framework of Black Feminist Thought
(BFT) is connected to the study as its focus is on the experiences of African American women
from the position of race and gender. BFT also allows one to examine leadership experiences
while keeping the Black woman’s experience in the center of that analysis. This approach
further mirrors my study goals that the participants’ experiences are heard and situated
centrally in this study.

Significance

In this environment, diversity is inclusive of what the field of student affairs is built
on, but not what is shown in our daily practices amongst colleagues. We must ask the
question: Are we really being true to our profession or just another mirror of inequality? The
significance of this study to the field of higher education is beneficial for not only African
American women, but all who desire career advancement into a senior student affairs
position. Higher education literature on the experiences of African American women
continues to advance, but the bulk of these studies speak to student and faculty experiences
and strategies for retaining them (Jackson, 2004). However, there are a few empirical
research studies that address recruiting, retaining, and advancing African American women
higher education administrators, such as those in senior student affairs positions.
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Therefore, this scarcity of empirical research needs to be explored to fill the void of
understanding the phenomena of African American women who are senior student affairs
officers, as well as the strategies they used for career advancement. It is the intent of this
study to provide strategies that may help all under-represented individuals, while specifically
addressing African American women seeking senior student affairs positions. Furthermore,
the strategies identified by African American women in senior student affairs positions will
contribute to the literature and support for women navigating the challenges in higher
education through the use of meaningful narrative life histories. Last, this study brings
attention to the possible systemic disparities within higher education that need to be
addressed.
Conclusions from this study show that regardless of the unspoken expectations of
being the spokeperson for all things diverse, the women persisted. Additionally, they have
learned how to identify and manage suggested controlled images such as the angry Black
woman or token, and in turn they are advocates for equality within the field of student affairs.
Last, despite the many adversities, the overall career of being an SSAO was most rewarding
because it allowed the participants to make a difference for students, themselves and the next
generation of student affairs professionals.

Researcher Positionality Statement

I was motivated to pursue this study because I have personally experienced
discrimination in the workplace, I have been looked at as the go-to person on diversity, I have
tried to assimilate to the dominant culture’s expectations, and I have tried to refute
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stereotypes, all to be told that I am good enough to do the job, but not good enough to have
the leadership position. As a child of a single parent mother who was physically abused by
her husband, I was told that, more likely than not, I would end up in an abusive relationship.
As a high school student, I was told that I was not college material. As a first generation
college student, I was told that I would not graduate, let alone obtain a graduate degree.
As a professional in higher education, I was told that I needed to have a terminal
degree to have career advancement. Yet I continuously find others who do not look like me
advancing without the degree. I decided to conduct this study to inspire other African
American women who are students or professionals who desire leadership positions in higher
education or another field to know that they can do it, that they are not alone, and that we
share a pathway that has already been established by others that look like them. “So when I
see you, they can see themselves.” The goal of this research, which is reflected in my purpose
statement and research questions, was not to concentrate on the adverse experiences, but to
share the career advancement experiences of African American women senior student affairs
officers by learning how these women got to where they are and how they succeeded in their
current positions.

Chapter Summary

This chapter summarized the purpose of the study, the literature disparity on African
American women student affairs officers, my position and motivation for conducting the
study, the research questions, and a brief narrative of the theoretical framework that is used
for the study. Chapter 2 reviews important literature regarding African American women in
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higher education and student affairs. Chapter 3 focuses on the epistemological framework,
theoretical framework, methodology, design, methods, and selection of respondents in the
study.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This chapter begins with a brief historical review of student affairs, including an account
of the function of senior student affairs officers. This chapter also provides a brief overview of
the representation of African American women in student affairs across the United States and the
racial and gender-based influences that impact their career advancement experience. The chapter
concludes with the theoretical framework for this study.

Profession of Student Affairs

According to Garland and Grace (1993), colonial student affairs systems were based on
dormitories and dining halls which served as an essential part of campus life. It was also during
this time that many colleges began to use the in loco parentis, which was described as acting in
place of the parent, as a way of managing students (Nuss, 2003). This implied that higher
education institutions could control the students’ lives, specifically aspects such as language,
relationships, development, “and take disciplinary action against students without concern for the
students’ right to due process” (Lee, 2011, p. 66). This section briefly explores the history of
student affairs, the professional organizations that have influenced the field, roles and functions
within student affairs, and ends with some of the historical legislation that influenced the field of
higher education and student affairs.
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History of Student Affairs

The earliest records to describe the evolving complexity of the transformation of the field
was in the Student Personnel Point of View published by the American Council on Education in
1937. The Student Personnel Point of View observed that the student was more than their
intellectual aptitude and success and that colleges had to support students’ emotional disposition,
physical state, social relationships, career aptitudes, spiritual values, and financial resources
(Johnson, 2015; Whitt, 1997). The 1937 view argued that colleges and universities needed to
develop the whole student as a person, rather than just developing his/her intellectual side. The
Student Personnel Point of View was revised in 1947 to address social changes and the evolving
role of higher education post-World War II (Johnson, 2015; Whitt, 1997). This resulted in more
student services programs that addressed the students’ individual needs and put greater focus on
out-of-classroom learning.
During the student personnel movement between the 19th and 20th centuries, careers in
student affairs focused on areas such as advising and counseling (Cohen & Brawer, 2003).
Following World War II, the development and growth of colleges and universities continued,
and career opportunities such as administrative and management positions also became more
available (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). However, based on the continued issue of racial and social
injustice, by the 1960s, the university-student relationship had changed from in loco parentis to
the university as a bystander. During this time, the relationship with the student was based on a
notion of duty (Lee, 2011). Institutions of higher education could no longer control all facets of
their students’ lives without bearing in mind their constitutional rights.
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These protective rights were established in higher education by the 1961 pivotal case of
Dixon v. Alabama, which further led to the end of in loco parentis (Lee, 2011). This transition
out of the in loco parentis model recognized the constitutional rights of all students, particularly
students engaging in civil rights and other protests. The relationship between the university and
student developed in a post-in loco parentis environment involved courts defining what
responsibility under individual injury law, if any, colleges owed to their students (Lee, 2011).
The most important part of these changes is that students had a right to due process. In 1961,
during a civil rights demonstration at the courthouse, nine students enrolled at Alabama State
College (public historically Black colleges and universities [HBCU]) participated in a
demonstration. Six of the nine students were African Americans, who were dismissed without
due process. The Dixon v. Alabama case led to universities/colleges being required to provide
students with notice and an opportunity to be heard (due process). The right to due process
caused the shift away from in loco parentis which allowed administrators/faculty to discipline
students’ behavior without notice or hearing the student’s rationale. Furthermore, in the early
1970s, additional court cases led to the addition of the 26th Amendment to the Constitution,
which changed the legal voting age from 21 to 18, and accelerated the demise of in loco parentis
(Lee, 2011).
According to Johnson (2015), the Student Development Services in Post-Secondary
Education of 1975 provided the field of student affairs with further research and guidance toward
understanding the student affair profession function as related to educating the whole student.
The student affairs professional provided a proactive standpoint in university policy design to
ensure that supportive influence was made evident on the change process for working with
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students (Johnson, 2015). In addition, the number of administrative and management careers
continued to increase to meet the growing needs of institutions and their student populations.
The growth of colleges and universities, as well as the field of student affairs, was based on the
incorporation of women and students of color, the significance of extracurricular learning, and
research on the growth and development of college students (Evans, Fiorney, & Guido-DiBrito,
1998; McClellan & Stringer, 2009).
In 1976, student services were defined as the presentation of human development
concepts in post-secondary education to allow those involved to understand increasingly
complex developmental tasks, achieve self-direction, and become independent (Whitt, 1997).
“[Hence, the] student affairs workers must anticipate change, not react to it” (Whitt, p. 29).
As the university and student relationship continued to evolve, the objective of student affairs
professionals transitioned from one that was viewed as an authoritarian model to one that
educates (Garland & Grace, 1993; Nuss, 2003). This new relationship referred to the university
as a facilitator and students as responsible adults; it is also the most relevant model today (Lee,
2011).
The facilitator model is centered on “establishing balance in college and university law
and responsibilities” (Bickel & Lake, 1999, p. 163). With this new model, the student affair
professionals who initially functioned from an in loco parentis model now facilitates student
development by teaching and presenting rules for decision-making, along with consequences for
breaking these rules by students (Lee, 2011). As student affairs professionals all over the field
began to center practice from the facilitator model, the need for consistency across the profession
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became reliant on ensuring continued advancement and influence within the field of higher
education.

Professional Associations Influence

When student affairs became a prominent profession within higher education, the
development and facilitation of professional associations emerged. In the early 1900s,
professional associations within higher education were differentiated based first on gender and
later on race (Nuss, 2003). The growth of professional associations included the American
Association of University Women (AAUW) and the National Association of Deans of Women
(NADW), which were developed in 1910 and 1916 respectively (Nuss, 2003). Although these
associations focused on the needs of women in education, African Americans and other
minorities were not allowed to join (Nuss, 2003).

NASAP

In 1929, the National Association of Deans of Women and Advisor of Girls in Colored
schools (DOWA) was established and in 1935, the National Association of Deans of Men in
Negro Education (NASAP, 2014) was founded. The National Association for Student Affairs
Professional (NASAP) noted that these two associations merged and formed the National
Association of Personnel Workers (NAPW) in 1954 to meet the needs of African American and
other minority professionals who were not permitted to join organizations such as NASPA
during this time. NAPW’s emphasis was built upon on the ambitions and objectives of Negro
education (NASAP, 2014).
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By 1994, NAPW had changed its name to the National Association of Student Affairs
Professionals (NASAP). Although NASAP initially started out as a professional organization to
speak to the needs of African American professionals, today it has grown to serve as the primary
professional student affairs organization for professionals who serve at HBCUs and other diverse
settings in higher education (NASAP, 2014).

NASPA

In January 1919, the Conference of Deans and Advisers of Men, known today as the
National Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), was established. Again,
women and people of color were not permitted to join. It was not until the late 1950s that
women participated in NASPA (McClellan & Stringer, 2009). In 1976, Alice Manicur was
elected as the first female NASPA President and, over 10 years later, people of color became
more prevalent in the membership of NASPA (McClellan & Stringer, 2009), which was
followed by the first minority president, Bob E. Leach, in 1985 (NASPA, 2015a). In 1989,
NASPA established the Minority Undergraduate Fellows Program (MUFP). At the time,
NASPA President Doug Woodard was disturbed by the lack of ethnic minorities in the student
affairs profession. He sought out colleagues to develop a program for ethnic minorities to
encourage them to consider student affairs as a profession at the undergraduate level.
In the early 2000s, NASPA’s President Shannon Ellis began discussions about including
students with disabilities within the scope of the MUFP. In late 2003, the NASPA Board of
Directors proposed changes to the MUFP, now known as the Undergraduate Fellow Program
(UFP), to include ethnic minorities, LGBT individuals, and disabled professionals in the fields of
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student affairs and higher education. As of today, NASPA has a diverse and equality-focused
area that has constituent groups, one that seeks to address the trends and concerns for African
Americans and another that strives to speak to the developments and challenges for women in
student affairs (NASPA, 2015a).

Other Student Affairs Professional Organizations

Many other organizations such as the Association of Student Conduct Administrator
(ASCA) have also developed communities of practice that speak to both African Americans and
women (ASCA, 2015). However, organizations such as the Association of Black Women in
Higher Education (ABWHE), established in 1978, and the ASCA’s Women of Color
community, are the only notable professional organizations within higher education that speak
specifically to African American women in higher education (faculty, staff, students, and
administrators; ABWHE, 2015; ASCA, 2015).
There is still a disparity among the professional organizations. It is important to note that
although many of the student affairs professional organizations have included their diversity
initiative, many women of color, specifically African American women, have to choose between
their gender and race to obtain a sense of inclusion within these professional organizations. This
is another example of exclusion within the field. Although the field of student affairs has
evolved as a profession and become more consistent with the implementation of professional
organizations, the achievement gap of inclusion within the field for women of color has made
little progress. The continued separation of gender and race for a group that equally identifies as
both further validates the need to understand the experiences of African American women
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SSAOs. Therefore, by adding to the literature on the experiences of African American women
SSAOs, I will advance study on the interconnection of gender and race, which are historically
acknowledged as two separate experiences. The next section will look directly at the roles and
function within the field of student affairs.

Roles and Functions of Student Affairs

Student affairs professionals can be found in all varieties of institutions of higher
education (McClellan & Stringer, 2009). Although NCES (2012a) reported in fall 2011 that
four-year colleges and universities have higher staff-to-student ratios (4.6) than two-year
colleges (10.0), two-year colleges seem to have a higher rate of executive/administrators (14%)
than four-year college/universities (9%). Current trends continue to influence the field, including
the incorporation of the student developmental theory, student learning, student engagement,
student conduct, and crisis management (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010). There
are fundamental principles and values, such as being concerned about the whole student Gorham
& Zakahi, 1990), being student-centered, and including students as partners and responsible
stakeholders in their education (Uvalic-Trumbic, 2002), which are just some of the student
affairs practices that have evolved throughout history.
Evans et al. (1998) offer a definition that describes the role of student affairs as learning
outside of the classroom. These extracurricular activities consist of advising, counseling, and
managerial tasks at a college or university (Evans et al., 1998). Student affairs include offices
like judicial affairs, residence life and housing, financial aid, counseling, advising, Greek life,
student activities, leadership development, community service, advocacy, and support programs

20
(Evans et al., 2010). In some higher education settings, departments like athletics were also
included in the organizational leadership structure of student affairs.

Influential Federal Legislation

By the mid to late 1950s, the student needs of the campuses transformed and employees
were expected to organize academic departments, in addition to carrying out extracurricular
activities for the students (Jackson, 2001). During this time, administrators pursued positions in
two areas within higher education administration: academic affairs and student affairs. Also
during this time, key legislative policies again began impacting the field of higher education,
which in turn increased the numbers of African American women entering administrative
leadership positions (Rusher, 1996).
In 1960, the Civil Rights movement prompted higher education institutions to hire more
minority faculty and administrators (Green, 1988). In 1963, the Equal Pay Act became one of
the first pieces of legislation for women that spoke to sex discrimination. The Equal Pay Act of
1963, in particular, prohibited discrimination in compensation of wages to women and men who
were carrying out substantially equal work in the same establishment. In addition, Title VI and
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion,
national origin, or sex (Noble, 1988).
Specifically, Title XI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was intended to improve college
admissions opportunities and hiring practices for racial and ethnic minorities. The Title XI
regulation, also known as affirmative action, was influential in schools diversifying the student,
faculty, and administrative populations (Mosley, 1980; Rusher, 1996). The aim of affirmative
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action was to provide equal opportunity and equal level of access to government funded
initiatives for all people (Jean-Marie & Lloyd-Jones, 2011). However, it is the policy of
affirmative action that offers a valuable context for speaking to the past and present hiring
practices within higher education settings, specifically upper administrative positions (Jackson,
2003, 2008).
Jackson’s (2002) study, for example, stated that “for the most part, African Americans,
like other people of color, often assume administrative positions that have direct connections
with the diversity of the university” (p. 12). Largely, African American administrators came into
the higher education setting serving as directors of support service such as TRiO programs,
affirmative action officers, and/or directors of minority student affairs (Jackson, 2002). These
positions were typically established based on the Higher Education Act of 1965 with the intent to
support under-represented students going to college and assisting them in successfully
completing their degrees (Jackson, 2002). Despite the persistence, resistance, and federal
legislation, history shows that African American women continue to experience injustice within
education. Accordingly, knowing that the field of student affairs has been built on the promotion
of student learning and development of the whole student, there is a fundamental need to
understand the experiences of African American women in higher education, specifically those
who serve as SSAOs and who are a tasked with leading student affairs units.
Representation of African American Women SSAOs

There is limited research on the experiences of African American Women SSAOs. Many
African American women have had to develop both their racial and gender identities
interchangeably. Sanchez-Hucles and Davis (2010) describe intersectionality as a systematic
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means of learning, understanding, and responding to how gender interconnects with other
identities and how these connections add to the unique experiences of oppression and privilege.
The key concept of intersectionality is based on the intersection between race, gender, class, and
other characteristics that frame a person’s identity, instead of trying to identity which social
characteristics are being privileged or marginalized (Davis, 2008). The uniqueness of the
intersection of race and gender, coupled with positions of power and influence in an institution
within the dominant culture, is a challenge not commonly researched. This section will briefly
explore the historical timeline of the African American women in higher education as students
and professionals. From there, this section will look at the career paths and demographics of
African American women in student affairs.

History of African American Women in Higher Education

From the first African American woman to earn a college degree to the first African
American woman to become a college president, African American women in higher education
have had a range of monumental experiences throughout the history of American education.
African American women have been fighting for equality for a prolonged time, specifically in
the field of education, as education has been seen as a chance to better oneself and their
community (Collins, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Lomotey, 1997). As a result, the fight has
become essential, as Collins (2009) indicated that no matter how competent or educated an
African American woman is, their skills, talents, abilities, and/or accomplishments continue to be
disputed amongst others. African American females exclusively occupy at least two traditionally
marginalized groups and, given the complex makeup of the intersection of these group positions,
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detailed attention should be given to various positions of African American women (Zamani,
2003). Accordingly, to gain a better understanding of the struggles that at times affect African
American women SSAOs, some historical context is needed.

The African American Woman Student

Although there is limited research on African American women SSAOs, the existing
literature can be utilized to contextualize the experiences of African American women in higher
education. The following summarizes the historical experiences of African American women in
higher education, including obstacles that women leaders’ experience and the double jeopardy
that African American women experience as they identify with both a minority race and gender.
In 1837, Oberlin College admitted its first female student, more than 200 years after the
first college, Harvard College, was founded (Whitt, 1997). Shortly after Oberlin College opened
their doors to women in 1837, African American women were admitted. The first Black woman
in the United States to earn a college degree was Mary Jane Patterson from Oberlin College in
1862 (Littlefield, 1997). During this era, there was an increase of African American women
earning degrees, while many of these women then became administrators or educators. For
example, in 1869 Fanny Jackson Coppin became the first African American woman in the U.S.
to serve as principal for the Institute for Colored Youth in Philadelphia. Josephine A. Silone
Yates became the first African American woman faculty member to lead Lincoln University’s
Natural Science Department (Littlefield, 1997).
Flemings’ (1984) study on Black college women’s experiences at seven HBCUs and
predominantly White institutions (PWI)s found that African American women who attended
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PWIs were more assertive, used coping skills, and served as role models more often than those at
HBCUs. The study also revealed that Black women who attended PWIs experienced a greater
sense of isolation and shunning for their assertive manners. Flemings (1984) and Moses (1989)
proposed that colleges and universities need to do a better job of meeting the needs of the
students on campus, particularly black women, by identifying the ways in which current program
initiatives marginalize parts of their identities.

The African American Woman Professional

Though a few African American women have entered and advance in higher education,
their journey was not free of challenges and adversity. “The [professional] Black college woman
was the exception of the exceptions in that neither black nor white colleges wanted her”
(Solomon, 1985 p. 76). Collins (2009) reflected on America’s history in stating that American
culture created ideologies and stereotypes such as, “ the mammies, jezebels, and breeder women
of slavery to the smiling Aunt Jemimas on pancake mix boxes, ubiquitous Black prostitutes, and
ever-present welfare mothers” (p. 7). Such negative labels that have been attached to African
American women have, consequently, been fundamental to their oppression.
According NCES (2012a), only 6% of African American women hold a leadership/
executive position within higher education. Even with the federal laws such as the Civil Rights
Act, the efforts made in higher education to increase diversity for African American
administrators continued to be at the bottom of the profession with regard to recruiting,
promotion, and retention (Guillory, 2001; Owen, 2004). Such scarcity of minorities, more
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specifically African American women, in institution of higher education continues to result in
many African America women confronting various levels of oppression in higher education.
Renn and Hughes (2004) modified a book on women in student affairs at midmanagement where the authors provided their experiences associated to the choices connected to
pursuing a terminal degree, navigating career decisions with a significant other, and balancing
motherhood complexities in addition to making the opportunities obtainable should these women
desire to advance their careers to senior leadership. Although this book is seen as a resource
guide, it offers some insight into the experiences of women in student affairs. However, this
book does not address the specific experiences of African American women in senior level
administration within student affairs, such as SSAOs.
Henry’s (2010) study also added to the body of work about African American women in
student affairs. The study addressed the scarcity of research and experiences of women student
affairs officers. Henry (2010) interviewed three African American administrators in student
affairs about their experiences regarding positive workplace factors for African American
women in student affairs, workplace challenges faced by African American women in student
affairs, whether African American women in student affairs experience or perceive racism in the
workplace, advice for new African American women in student affairs, and what services and
resources colleges and universities can propose to support African American women in student
affairs. The study’s findings showed consistency with other studies regarding African American
women in higher education. The positive workplace influences earned backing from managers
and colleagues. The workplace issues included a deficiency of understanding the viewpoints of
African American women, discrimination, and stereotyping. The guidance that the participants
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offered new African American colleagues was to understand their work environment, develop or
maintain support systems, and know themselves. Henry’s (2010) study suggested that African
American women in student affairs become greater advocates for themselves by addressing
adverse activities and promoting their strengths in the work place. Henry (2010) implied that
more research needs to be conducted on African American women in student affairs.
Yakaboski and Donahoo’s (2010) and Sober’s (2014) studies both looked at women
student affairs administrators and individually noted two recommendations that were taken into
consideration in this study: (a) More research is required that does not merely look at the
deficiencies of African American women leaders, but emphasizes their resiliency, and (b) more
research is needed concerning the experiences of student affairs officers with a preference on the
interconnection of race and gender identities. This study addresses both recommendations as it
focuses on the experiences of African American women and uses Black Feminist Thought as a
framework, which empowers social change by presenting the African American woman’s
experience and identifying her race, gender, and class oppressions (Collins, 2000; Taylor, 2009).

Career Paths and Demographic of African American Women

The student affairs profession has continued to evolve as the student population increases
and diversifies; likewise, the need for the field has flourished. In comparing today’s SSAO
position to that of the dean of women in the early 1900s, the dean of women would have been
classified as the highest ranking woman on a college campus (Nuss, 2003). Today, the SSAO
typically reports directly to the president or chancellor and sits on their cabinet (Kuk & Banning,
2009). Although institutions differ, some examples of other positions that sit on the president’s
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cabinet and are identified as senior administrators are provost, dean of faculty, vice president for
academic affairs, vice president for finance and administration, vice president for advancement,
vice president for enrollment and access, athletic director, and vice president for diversity and
inclusion (Tull & Miller, 2009).
An SSAO may hold a title such as provost of student affairs, vice president for student
affairs, dean of students, or chancellor (Tull & Miller, 2009). Many SSAOs have earned their
master’s degree and are now more likely to obtain a doctorate degree to further career
advancement (Tull & Miller, 2009). According to Tull and Miller (2009), traditionally, it takes
about 11-15 years of full time professional experience in academic affairs or students affairs,
supervisory experience of multiple departments and staff, policy development and
implementation, and fiscal responsibility for multiple budget lines in order to qualify for an
SSAO position (Tull & Miller, 2009). Kuk and Banning (2009) shared that “the SSAOs and
their staffs make significant contributions to enhancing the quality of the overall education
experience on campuses” (p. 2-3).

Demographics

Generally, the climate in academia for African American women administrators has been
distant. Beyond isolation, African American women administrators have been consigned mainly
to entry level positions where they are doers rather than creators of policy (Crawford & Smith,
2005). African American women administrators who are in entry and midlevel positions were
noted as potentially being “stereotyped, resented, or even treated with disrespect because they
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are perceived as less qualified” (Mosley, 1980, p. 14). Unfortunately, many African American
women administrators still find themselves in this same position today.
The student affairs areas identified by Crawford and Smith’s (2005) study where African
American women found the most professional success were in departments related to diversity,
equal employment opportunities, and library sciences. These departments and/or positions
typically do not provide the needed interfaces with colleagues to fully apprehend and engage in
the campus culture (Crawford & Smith, 2005).
However, research has shown that African Americans women administrators who earn a
doctorate have a greater chance of advancing to senior level positions (Townsend & Weise,
1992). While encouraging African American women administrators who plan to obtain their
doctorate, it is also vital to recognize that in higher education African Americans as a group still
fight to be accepted, while the professional standing of men is considerably higher than that of
their counterpart. Furthermore, the rank of full professor, having higher salaries, and being
tenured are more common aspects of men in higher education than women (Thompson & Dey,
1998).
Even with such opposition, African American women have remained leaders in the fight
for racial and gender equality. Throughout history, African American women have experienced
and continued to tackle barriers that try to hinder their success. Of these obstacles, racism,
sexism, and classism are frequently mentioned as three prominent forms of oppression that
damage one’s self-confidence and destroy dreams (Collins, 2000; Gregory, 2001). In spite of
these barriers, African American women with “vision, courage, resilience, and leadership remain
determined to create a better life for themselves, their children, and future generations” (Brazzell,
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2012). Thus, the exploration of the past challenges and experiences of African American women
in higher education provide an understanding of what influences their experiences in academia
today (Becks-Moody, 2004). The next section will look at challenges of racism and sexism and
resiliency factors of African American women in the field of student affairs.

Challenges for African American Women

The representation of African American SSAOs is still disproportionately underrepresented when paralleled with that of African American men, White women, and White men
in the same lines of work (Holmes, 2003). Meanwhile, African American women continue their
fight to attain leadership positions within higher education. Undoubtedly, the inadequate
numbers of African American women in such positions show that they are not regularly hired for
senior level careers where they are accountable for evolving policies that generate institutional
and social change (Konrad & Pfeffer, 1991). As an alternative, many are offered positions where
they are only the implementer of policies or programs that others have created (Konrad &
Pfeffer, 1991). Some of the challenges that African American women administrators experience
within higher education continue to be connected to the intersection of their identity, as well as
societal ideological discrimination such as racism and sexism. The next section will look
specifically at African American women’s experiences of racism and sexism within the field.

Racism

Lorde (1984) describes racism as the belief in the inherent superiority of one race over all
others and thereby the right to dominance” (p. 450). Racism can be classified as overt, covert,

30
institutional, societal, or civilizational (Lorde, 1984). Overt and covert racism typically happen
on an individualized basis, whereas the others typically are found within practices, systems,
policies, and laws that may harm members of a group in relation to the majority group
(Scheurich & Young, 1997).
Edwards (1997) stated that systemic racism can be one of the most concealed methods of
racial oppression encountered by the African American community. Although opportunities
have, in recent times, opened and African Americans have attained more educational
opportunities, no significant change has occurred in the ideologies that drive racism (Edwards,
1997). Consequently, African Americans move through higher education and obtain multiple
degrees while still faced with opposition to their human rights.
Many African American women believe that racism in higher education settings
continues to be a challenge (Watson, 2001). Racism is a challenge that, in turn, makes their
environment an isolating place to work. Holmes (2003) declared that working in a White
institution of higher education frequently takes a mental toll on African American women who
continuously have to prepare themselves for possible attacks based mainly on race, interpreted
by the pigmentation of their skin. Institutional racism may be one of the most destructive
methods of racism for African Americans (Edwards, 1997). Additionally, the societal view of
African Americans and the resistance to their existence are the end result of societal racism.
Societal racism occurs when fundamental societal or cultural assumptions, models, ideas,
traditions, and beliefs prefer one race over another (Scheurich & Young, 1997); for example, the
notion of separate but equal. Moses’s (1989) study reported that in society many African
Americans obtain what they believe are equal jobs; nevertheless, the work expectations are
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different in comparison to their white counterparts. The notion of White privilege within higher
education continues to present itself as an issue for many African Americans (Scheurich &
Young, 1997), whereas their counterparts have not had to intentionally reflect on the issues of
race, privilege, and oppression (Holmes, 2003).
While racism has changed its appearance, it is all the result of civilizational racism.
Thus, racism continues to evolve from one generation to the next, resulting in minority groups
still being subjected to inequality because of their race. As a result, an African American is
likely to experience racism, while an African American woman is just as likely to have to deal
with not only issues of racism, but sexism too (hook, 2000). Collins (2004) echoed that, for
African American women, many of their experiences revolve around the dual oppression of
racism and sexism. These two forms of oppression are not independent of each other and
continue to be a challenge for African American women administrators in student affairs.

Sexism

Throughout American history, African American women have had to face some level of
adversity due to their racial make-up or gender description (Thomas, Hacker & Hoxha, (2011).
Sexism is “the belief in inherent superiority over all others and thereby the right to dominance”
(Lorde, 1984, p. 45). Similar to racism, sexism is classified into three categories: overt/blatant,
covert, and subtle (Lorde, 1984). Like overt racism, overt sexism typically happens on an
individualized basis and is openly blatant. This form of discrimination has decreased due to
federal and state laws such as the Equal Pay Act of 1963, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and Title
IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, all of which prohibit such overt forms of sexual
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discrimination (Benokraitis & Feagin, 1995). Nevertheless, covert sexism is still a concern
within higher education. Covert sexism is suggested to be connected to the need to hire as a
result of fulfilling a requirement such as Affirmative Action (Moses, 1989).
Last, Benokraitis and Feagin (1995) describe subtle sexism as behaviors and practices
that are viewed as customary but result in unequal treatment of women. Found more in
institutions of higher education, this form of sexual discrimination seeks to challenge a woman’s
intellectual capability and leadership skills (Edwards, 1997). Some women experience sexual
harassment and other forms of negative behavior by their male counterparts (Sandler & Hall,
1986). Though sexism can shake the lives of all women on college campuses, compounding
such a factor with racism is even more problematic and impactful to the African American
student affairs administrator in higher education.
Many researchers suggest that African American women administrators frequently
unknowingly work in settings where they face racism, sexism, tokenism, and isolation every day
(Carroll, 1982; Edwards, 1997; Edwards & Camblin, 1998; Moses, 1989; Sandler & Hall, 1986).
Mosley (1980), for example, stated that African American women administrators in higher
education see themselves as “invisible beings” in an environment where White males dominate
the profession (p. 306). Hensel (1997) noted that issues of gender discrimination and sexism
have existed in higher education since women began attending colleges and entering the
workforce. For many African American women administrators in higher education, sexism and
racism often exist in tandem (Patitu & Hinton, 2003). Unlike racism, which is typically
motivated by their White counterparts, sexism is motivated by not only White males, but all
males in their environment.
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Therefore, it is apparent that issues of racial and sexual discrimination recorded in
society’s history continue to hold true in institutions of higher education for Black women
(Smith, 1980). Despite the fact that research has been conducted on African Americans in higher
education, their gender identity is ignored or presented as an all-inclusive or monolithic group
(Howard-Hamilton, 2003). Likewise, no multi-dimensional group should be viewed as a
monolithic group (Mosley, 1980). African American women in student affairs in particular are
confronted with many unique challenges and concerns such as racism and sexism, which have
shaped their experience and view of the world. While most higher education literature on
African American women commonly covers the challenges of sexism and racism (Jackson 2001;
Konrad & Pfeffer, 1991), the small number of African American women SSAOs undoubtedly
demonstrates a level of resiliency that allowed them to successfully persist in higher education
administration (Brazzell, 2012). Despite the adversities, African American women continue to
remain resilient and surmount oppressive challenges in higher education (Gregory, 2001). The
next section examines two resiliency techniques utilized by African Americans in higher
education, double-consciousness and code-switching, which could be used as a way of
navigating sexism and racism as an SSAO.

Resiliency Factors

The study of resilience comes from the positive psychology field (Csikszentmihalyi &
Seligman, 2000). Resilience research is centered on the developmental tools utilized by
individuals who succeed (Masten, 2001). Most resilience research recognizes two concepts: risk
factors and protective factors (Masten & Reed, 2002). Risk factors represent some adversity,
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challenge, or disturbing experience that amplified the probability of a negative outcome that an
individual may feel (Rutter 1999). Protective factors, on the other hand, refer to both intrinsic
and extrinsic means that offer a person release from the risk that permits them to develop
adaptation skills and provide environmental assistance to endure the risk factors (Masten, 2001).
For example, a protective factor would be intelligence and support at home or school
(Zimmerman & Arunkuma, 1994). Thus, the protective factors found in individuals who are
able to be resilient are “personal, social, familial, and institutional safety nets” (Kaplan, Turner,
Norman, & Stillson, 1996, p. 158) and have supportive relationships (APA, 2014). Relationships
generate love and trust, provide role models, and propose inspiration and support to help
reinforce a person's resilience (APA, 2014).
Gregory’s (2001) book revealed that traditionally most African American women have
displayed notable resilience when confronted with life’s challenges. This notable strength has
occasionally been misinterpreted and labeled as “superwomen” or “matriarch” (p.4). In the past
40 years, many Black researchers (e.g., Billingsley, Collins, & Evans) have opposed these postslavery stereotypes which have supported the negative portrayal of Black women and discounted
the strength of their desire for persistence and success (Gregory, 2001).
Rodgers-Rose’s (1980) book also spoke to the resiliency of Black women by declaring
that the history and lives of Black women cannot be disconnected from the Black men and their
children’s history and lives. She continued by noting that a Black family can be characterized as
a social system (Billingsley, 1988) that gives emphasis to the interdependence of family and
community relationships. Throughout history, African American families have more frequently
found themselves supported by African American women (Rodger-Rose, 1987). In general,
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Black women have been primarily dependent upon themselves, “whether by choice or necessity”
(Gregory, 2001, p. 9). This was demonstrated by the growing number of single Black parent
households, led largely by women (Jones, 1983). As a result, many African American women
continue to successfully and instinctively display resilience in the face of adversities. A central
piece of an individual’s resilience is their capability to cope with stressors. Coping is suggested
to be the things that people do to prevent harm to self as a result of life strain (Pearlin &
Schooler, 1982). Although there are many forms of coping for the particular study, the two
resistance factors, double consciousness or code switching, will be explored to better understand
how they are used to help African American women continue to persist in the student affairs
field.

Double-Consciousness

By having a double consciousness, many people of color are able to cope with the added
stressors that they face every day. W. E. B. DuBois defined double consciousness as a person’s
ability to regulate their multiple conflicting identities instantaneously (DuBois, 1897). Double
consciousness is about accepting self, how one is received by others, and deciding to adjust
actions as a result (DuBois, 1897). DuBois (1897) wrote that double consciousness spoke to
African American people who saw the world from the Black and White perspective, including
the need to assimilate accordingly. “The concepts of double consciousness and psychic duality
reflect the perception that the collective psyche of people of African descent has been bifurcated
with European culture” (Jones, 2001).
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Johnson-Bailey and Alfred (2006) called this cultural balancing act as living in
resistance of the norm while navigating between cultures. African American women have to on
a regular portray a false sense of normality to the outside world even though under the surface
they are dealing and processing issues of racism, sexism, and isolation (Watt, 2006). Another
way that African American women have learned to persistence in the mist of adversities is by
using a method referred to as code-switching.
Code-switching. Socioeconomic class or cultural capital is a factor of code switching and
a person’s connection of identity, which, in turn, impacts experiences, upbringing, and
communications (MacLeod, 2009). Bernstein’s work in 1977 hypothesized that the working
class used classified language codes, whereas the middle class use more advanced or articulated
linguistic codes (MacLeod, 2009). These codes were based on exchanges between families and
individuals within one’s class. A restricted code is based on a person having some knowledge of
the slang terminology being used to understand what is being stated. An elaborate code, on the
other hand, is language used to speak about a situation in which one would not need to be present
to understand the message’s intent (MacLeod, 2009).
Heath’s (1983) study advanced the notion of linguistic codes by identifying the different
ways of communicating between class and race. This was an ethnography which included
African American working class children and White middle class children. The study found that
the type of communication at home for the working class students did not equal the
communication that was required and used in schools, leaving some students at a communication
disadvantage. Heath (1983) determined that schools used and required elaborate codes and
working class families’ used restricted codes. The incongruity between the language used at
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home and the language required by the school was a notable stumbling block for working class
and learners from minority groups (MacLeod, 2009).
Weeks (2002) suggested that many African American students may not know or
understand the concept of code switching; nevertheless, they have most likely observed or
experienced it in action. This book provided his personal experience with code switching. In
particular, Weeks (2002) discussed the point in his life when he recognized that he had to switch
between his African American English and standard American English. He talked about how
both of his parents were college educated and required him to use standard English in the home
and outside. However, he noted that he ran the risk of being ridiculed and rejected by his Black
peers if he did not use any of his African American English (Weeks, 2002). It was at this point
in his life that the solution to this problem was to converse in African American English around
his friends, while using standards American English with his parents. Weeks (2002) described
this as a “linguistic chameleon” (p. 6,) which was vital to his existence amongst his peers and in
the educational world, leading to mastery of the ability to code switch.
The ability to adapt and modify one’s speech patterns/dialect depending on the current
situation or environment is the historic framework of how African Americans have utilized code
switching over the years (Smitherman, 2000). Likewise, women who have mastered code
switching may be more successful in concealing pain, frustration, or struggles that they may face
from staff, administration, or faculty. Although code switching, in some cases, may be
beneficial, Heath (2003) points out that it may make it more difficult for code switchers to
acknowledge when they need support. Once that system changes, people of color or other
marginalized groups can be successful (Smitherman, 2000). Hence, code switching and double
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consciousness are just two types of resiliency tools that the participants in this study may have
used as a way of navigating issues of racism and sexism as African American women in
leadership positions within higher education. This study focuses on African American women
senior student affairs administrators’ race and gender to understand their experiences. For that
reason, the foundation and implication of Black feminism and Black Feminist Thought (BFT)
serves as the best conceptual framework and theoretical perspective for understanding the
mindfulness of African American women’s actions, the responsibility that they feel to represent
their race and gender, and the need to replace the stereotypical images that have often oppressed
their race and/or gender.

Black Feminism

This section discusses the development of Black feminism and Black Feminist Thought,
as well as provides a rationale for why Black Feminist Thought is an appropriate framework for
this study. Black Feminist Thought (BFT) was created to acknowledge African American
women’s world perspective, which is positioned around the work that they do, the diversity of
neighborhoods in which they lived in, and the types of relationships built and maintained with
others (Collins, 1990). Prior to BFT, researchers viewed the experiences of African American
women as second-rated to the experiences of the mainstream, dominant groups of White males,
White females, and African American males (Guy-Sheftall, 1995; hooks, 2001; Taylor, 2009).
hooks’s (2000) Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center summarized feminism as being based
on the experiences of White, middle-class women, whereas Black feminism was reflective and
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inclusive of African American women as well as other women of color who fight against
oppression (hooks, 1996).
Black feminism has been functional in higher education through assessing fundamental
research that has a focus on the societal challenges of African American women’s experiences in
higher education. Black feminism was applied to Etter-Lewis (1993), which utilized the oral
history approach to portray the experiences of the women, in the same manner that life history
will be used for this study. Etter-Lewis discovered that for these nine successful African
American women professionals, race and gender were especially unmistakable in their work
environment. Etter-Lewis said,
They have been limited by artificial ceilings and double standards. Entering into a
profession was as difficult as staying in the profession, and there were no easy choices.
Stepping out of the artificial mold of ‘service’ attracted rewards as well as discrimination.
(p. 112)
From Black feminism, Black Feminist Thought emerged as a theoretical framework meant to
inspire social change by putting forward the experiences of African American women in addition
to identifying the race, gender, and class oppressions of women who are African American
(Barnes, 2003; Collins, 2000; Taylor, 2009). The next section provides an overview of BFT, as
well as its epistemology, implications, use of intersectionality, and matrix of domination

Black Feminist Thought

Patricia Hill Collins is known for coining the term Black Feminist Thought (BFT).
Collins’ (2000) intent in creating BFT was to place the “African American women’s experiences
in the center of analysis without privileging those experiences” (p. 228). Collins (2000)
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explained that African American women are uniquely positioned in that they stand at the central
point of two extremely influential and dominant systems of oppression - race and gender.
Collins (2000) indicated that understanding the intersecting position of race and gender is also
referred to as intersectionality. Collins’ (1990) book, Feminist Thought: Knowledge,
Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment, provides the theoretical framework for this
study. Collins (1990) assesses the concepts of traditional White feminism with that of Black
feminism. She based her dialogues on the notion that Black women have occupied marginal
positions in the world. As a result, they are outsiders since they are African American women
working in the white, male-dominated society. However, African American females have turned
their marginality into their outsider within status, which generated Black Feminist Thought
(Collins, 1990).
BFT recognizes the connections and effects of race, gender, class, and politics on the
lives of African American women (Collins, 1990, 2000) and has functioned as a resource for
those concerned with understanding, learning, and valuing the multiple aspects of their identity,
leadership styles, and influences. Knowing that African American women's stories are often
known and unpublished or unknown and untold has had a negative impact on their ability to fully
understand their position, importance, and influences within a national and global context
(Collins, 2000).
Collins (2000) also addressed how systematic information has been hindered by social
change. Thus, all information is political and can be used to aid a certain group’s interests.
Social science is mainly inclined to this, as it simultaneously simplifies its subjects and rejects
the legitimacy of lived experience as a method of knowing (Collins, 2000). For example, true
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knowledge originates only when the researcher is disconnected from what is being studied,
meaning that the observer must take an impartial stance to protect against bias (Collins, 2000).
Likewise, the positivistic approach believes that individual emotions must be set apart in the
quest for authentic knowledge (Collins, 2000). Social science also expects that no personal
beliefs or standards should come into the research. Although social science has a strong impact
on much of the research in the field of education, Collins’ Black Feminist Thought provides an
alternative approach for obtaining and understanding knowledge.

Four Tenets of Black Feminist Epistemology

Collins (2000) provides readers with four characteristics of alternative epistemologies,
ways of understanding and validating information that defies the status quo. The first dimension
is built upon lived experience. Collins’s (2000) alternative epistemology argues that only men
and women who experience the effects of social being can choose “topics for investigation and
methodologies used” (p. 258). Hence, Black feminist epistemology starts with connected
knowers of the intended research.
The second characteristic of BFT epistemology is the use of dialog rather than combative
debate. Using dialog infers the attendance of at least two people, and knowledge continuously
occurs through dialog. It is in Black feminist epistemology that the story is articulated and
preserved in narrative form and not “torn apart in analysis” (Collins, 2000, p. 258).
Collins’s third characteristic of Black feminist knowledge is highlighting lived
experiences with the use of dialog. Collins (2000) contends that all knowledge is essentially
valued-laden and should, accordingly, be assessed with understanding and compassion.
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Furthermore, Collins (2000) argues that the existence of feeling validates the participant’s claim,
that “emotion indicates that a speaker believes in the validity of an argument” (p. 263). Thus, a
share of emotion should not suggest that someone is not competent or is incapable of the task at
hand, but that their demonstration of emotions shows their compassion.
The fourth dimension of Black feminist epistemology calls for personal accountability.
Knowing that knowledge is based on lived experiences, that the evaluation of information is an
immediate assessment of a person’s personality, beliefs, and integrity (Collins, 2000). Therefore,
since this methodology understands that all knowledge is built upon beliefs, information
presented or shared are presumed to be true. Furthermore, belief suggests personal responsibility
which places accountability completely on the knower (Collins, 2000).
For the purposes of this study, Collins’s four tenets of Black feminist thought provide a
guideline to the way in which the researcher gains a deeper understanding of the African
American women SSAOs perspective. Ideally, it is beneficial to have a preexisting
understanding of the societal issues that this group has to confront prior to engaging in essential
discourse. It is also important to recognize their need to present images to society that defy the
status quo for African Americans and women. Likewise, these dimensions offer a lens through
which one can begin to understand the way these African American women SSAOs assign
meanings to people and things. Finally, the tenets provide an explanation to the way in which
African American women SSAOs evaluate themselves, not on who they are, but on who others
perceive them to be (Miles, 2012).
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Implications of Black Feminist Thought
Collins’s views of understanding and knowledge are not separate; they are not isolated
units that occur apart from the political ideals and views of the individual. Collins (2000)
suggested that these influences are important for Black women in at least three ways. First is the
strain between shared challenges and diverse experiences. BFT believes that characteristics such
as gender and race do not dominate over one another. According to Collins (2000), the diverse
reactions are driven by intersectionality.
Another implication of Black feminist epistemology is informed by diversity within
commonality, accepting these issues leads one to the making of safe spaces (Collins, 2000). Safe
spaces are “social spaces where Black women speak freely” (p. 100). These spaces are familiar
incidences for all minority groups. Collins proposed that, in order for an oppressed group to
persist as a feasible social group, the members must have an open space where they can voice
their thoughts, concerns, and opinion apart from the dominant ideology.
The third implication of BFT is the challenge for self-identity to take place within current
discourse concerning group knowledge and experiences as a heterogeneous group (Collins,
2000). On one side, there is a strain between shared challenges and diverse reactions, while on
the other side there is a dialog between a common group stance and diverse experiences. Collins
contends that changes in rationale may change behaviors while shifting actions could yield
changes in thinking.
The implication for BFT in this study validates the lived experiences that, although
current research lacks in presenting the challenges and experiences that African American
women in academia face, there is a choice and power to take action, no matter how unwelcoming
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the situation may look. The thought for African American SSAOs is interpreted as the world
being a place where the objective is not simply to live, fit in, or merely cope; rather, it turns out
to be a place where everyone feels accountability and ownership. Therefore, grounded in BFT,
the participants for this study are likely to perceive themselves as individually responsibility for
bringing about change for both their race and gender.

Intersectionality and Matrix of Domination
Intersectionality is an “analysis claiming that systems of race, social class, gender,
sexuality, ethnicity, nation, and age form mutually constructing features of social organization,
which shape Black women’s experiences and, in turn, are shaped by Black women” (Collins,
2000, p. 299). The main concern for Collins is the way that intersectionality generates different
types of lived experiences and social truths. Collins (2000) views intersectionality functioning
within a matrix of domination. The matrix of domination speaks of the overall structure of
power in a society (Collins, 2000).
Collins (2000) highlights two aspects to the matrix of domination. First, meeting systems
of oppression involves understanding what and how these structures come together, which is
traditionally and socially particular. Second, intersecting systems of oppression are structured
through four interconnected areas of power: structural, disciplinary, hegemonic, and
interpersonal. The structural area involves social constructs such as law, political entity,
religion, and the economy. This domain establishes the structural limits that organize power
relations (Collins, 2000). For instance, before the early 1870s, African Americans could not
vote. Even though they were constitutionally qualified to vote, voting did not become a truth for
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many African American people until after the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which ended Jim Crow
law (Collins, 2000).
The disciplinary domain handles oppression, which is communicated through
organizational procedures that cover the effects of racism and sexism under the umbrella of
productivity, rationality, and equal treatment (Collins, 2000). Collins suggested that in this
domain transformation can come through insider opposition.
The hegemonic domain validates oppression (Collins, 2000). This domain connects the
structural, disciplinary, and interpersonal domains. It is created based on the language we use,
the pictures we react to, the ethics we embrace, and the thoughts we entertain. Furthermore, the
hegemonic domain is fashioned through national school curriculum, religious teachings, media
images, cultures, and family histories (Collins, 2000). Collins (2000) simplifies it by stating,
“racist and sexist ideologies, if they are disbelieved, lose their impact” (p. 284).
The last domain is the interpersonal domain, which impacts everyday life. This domain
is composed of personal relationships that we preserve, in addition to the diverse interactions that
make up our daily life. Collins (2000) suggested that change in this domain starts with the
intrapersonal, specifically how a person perceives and knows themselves and their experiences.
She also noted that change begins in understanding how our own “thoughts and actions uphold
someone else’s subordination” ( p. 287).
BFT provides direction to this study since its primary focus is on the experiences of
African American women. BFT takes an unapologetic position when exploring the lives of
African American women in various settings (Collins, 1990; 2000). BFT is an appropriate
theoretical framework for this study, as it will explore the experiences of African American
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women in settings where their race and gender may be different from the majority of the
colleagues and potentially shape their advancement opportunities. Black feminist scholars like
Collins (2000), Giddings (1984), and Guy-Sheftall (1995) have integrated questions of power
and oppression into their theoretical framework, which can add a significant contribution to the
field of student affairs in efforts to further its dialogue on diversity and inclusion.
The shared experiences of African American women SSAOs will demonstrate Collins’s
(2000) declaration of an extremely operative system of social control intended to keep African
American women in an allocated, subordinated place. This oppressive system is designed to
subdue the ideas of African American women (Collins, 2000). In contract to other studies, this
research focuses on the experiences of African American women SSAOs in order to relate their
experiences to those of the larger population. Furthermore, the goal was to describe those
experiences in a meaningful way.
The data from this study is significant because often African American people are studied
as a homogeneous group instead of as a group with two genders. Consequently, it may become
easy to overlook how African American women are undeniably women that face sexism in the
same way as all other women. Concentrating only on the possible struggles with racism denies
African American women their womanly voice and resumes a cycle of oppression, not only from
those of other races, but from within their race as well. BFT realistically illustrates the
experiences of African American women in general and is more than suitable to exhibit the ways
in which the experiences of African American women SSAOs are unique. This theory also
provides a rationale for the need to bring serious attention to what could be an area of concern
related to power sharing in higher education administration. By exploring the reality of the
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African American women SSAOs’ lived experiences with the way in which they are perceived
and, consequently, treated because of those perceptions, BFT serves as the theoretical framework
this study.

Chapter Summary

This chapter provided a historical overview of student affairs, particularly the experiences
of African American women in higher education, which included the challenges African
American women leaders in higher education face, and concluded with an overview of BFT and
how it has been used. The next chapter provides a detailed narrative of the methodology,
research purpose, and epistemology. Furthermore, the application of BFT is explored further
through the research design and data collection method.

CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHOD

This chapter outlines the research design used to explore the experiences of African
American women SSAOs in navigating career advancement. It includes information about
the proposed research topic, research purpose, epistemology, theoretical perspective, research
design, data collection, and data analysis. The purpose of this life-history study is to examine
the experiences of African American women SSAOs to understand the strategies they utilized
to advance their careers. This study was guided by three sub questions:
1. What were the career trajectories of African American women Senior Student Affairs
Officers (SSAOs)?
2. How did African American women SSAOs navigate racism and sexism along their
career journeys?
3. What strategies have African American women SSAOs employed in order to be
successful in their career advancement?

Epistemology

Social constructionism was chosen as the epistemological framework of this study.
Constructivism as described by Jonassen (1991) refers to the manner by which reality is
produced by the observer. The observer forms reality or their truth, by giving meaning to
what is perceived. Likewise, social constructivism can be described as people or groups who
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construct meanings and reality based on interactions with their social environment (Crotty,
1998). In this constructivism-based study, the researcher and participant are co-creators of
findings (Crotty, 1998). Additionally, from a constructivist standpoint, any person’s
explanation or interpretation is just as truthful as the next person’s interpretation, provided
that it functions within a particular context (Zimmerman & Dickerson, 1996).
Aligning with Collins’s (2000) four tenets of Black feminist epistemology, the
structure of constructivism suggests that all narratives are equally valid and that no distinct
truth or interpretation exists (Zimmerman & Dickerson, 1996). Collins (2000) provided ways
of understanding and validating information that challenges the existing state of affairs. As
shared in Chapter 2, Collins’s (2000) four dimensions were built upon me listening and
sharing through conversations about another one’s lived experience. The remainder of this
chapter demonstrates how the social constructionist epistemology informed my views in
describing the focus and objectives of this study, the designing of the method, and the
portrayal of the research participant.

Theoretical Perspective

BFT focuses on the intersectionality of societal elements such as race, gender,
socioeconomics, and politics of Black women (Collins, 1990, 2000). The two primary
concepts in this theory are (a) the oppression and experiences Black women are different from
other women, and (b) similarities and differences still exist between women when considering
matters such as sexual orientation, religion, and socioeconomic status (Collins, 2000). This
study is grounded in the understanding that African American woman administrators’
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experiences are raced and gendered. There are many different understandings and strains of
feminism. Despite the fact that feminists have different approaches, the one common goal is
to improve the lives of women socially, economically, and politically. hooks (2000) and
Collins (1990) both spoke to the “outsiders” and “insiders” concept. Although they used
slightly different approaches to define the terms, the belief that African American women
have made use of their marginality or “outsider-within status” has been through the
development of Black feminism and BFT. Both Black feminism and BFT reflect on self,
family, and society.
hooks (2000) used outsider-within status as her basis for incorporating feminist theory,
which was established from the experiences of White, middle-class women. She built upon
the thoughts and experiences of women who had knowledge of both margin and center,
typically for African American women and other women of color. She also believed that
feminism could be useful for minority women by offering a viewpoint other than that of the
White middle-class woman. hooks (2000) defines feminism as:
A struggle to end sexist oppression; therefore, it is necessarily a struggle to eradicate
the ideology of domination that permeates the Western culture on various levels as
well as a commitment to reorganizing society so that the self-development of people
can take precedence over imperialism, economic expansion and material desires. (p.
24)
hooks (2000) further declares that everyone should be concerned in the struggle to end sexist
oppression. BFT’s outsider within status seeks to address self-definitions of African
American women by replacing stereotypical images like Aunt Jemima with authentic images
of African American women, such as African American women SSAOs. The outsider-within
status also informs one about the interlocking nature of oppression. Just as this study
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understands the interconnection between race and gender, BFT’s outsider-within provides an
alternative way of seeing and understanding the experiences of these African American
women SSAOs.
Specifically, Collins lists seven core themes that characterize BFT:
1. Work, family, and Black women’s oppression
2. Mammies, matriarchs, and other controlling images
3. The power of self-definition
4. The sexual politics of Black womanhood
5. Black women’s love relationships
6.

Black women and motherhood

7.

Rethinking Black women’s activism

The BFT core themes were used to guide research questions and data collection, as
well as how the data from this study was analyzed. BFT, which underlines the relationship
among societal elements such as race, class, gender, politics, and economics pertaining to
Black women (Collins, 1990, 2000), offers the theoretical perspective for this study. Thus, to
interpret the experiences of African American women, Collins’ BFT is the guiding theoretical
framework that was used to provide an understanding of how women’s knowledge and
experiences are understood.
By using BFT in this study, one can better understand that if an African American
woman becomes a SSAO, she is not only aware that her performances are a representative of
her race and gender, but that they also regulate the future legacy of other African American
women SSAOs. The application of BFT advances the understanding of African American
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women leaders carrying the responsibility to provide self-definitions (Guy-Sheftall, 1995) of
their race to their counterparts, while still trying to represent their own people. Unfortunately,
all too often, many minorities, especially African American women, began their professional
careers knowing “you just don't have the margin for screw-ups, especially if you're the first"
(Gewertz, 2006, p. 20).
Holloway’s (2011) study confirms the notion of BFT in which African American
leaders carry the hefty burden that their acts, failure, or accomplishment have an abundant
influence on people of color who seek to follow in their footsteps. Although Holloway speaks
about African American principles, the leadership and responsibility that they hold are
comparable, as his study explains that African American principals at predominantly White
schools “believe they must prove themselves so that future African American education
leaders wanting to pursue a career in a predominantly White school will not be denied the
opportunity” (p. 146). Ultimately, BFT acknowledges that African American women SSAOs
recognize their current position within society, and their work is a continuation of a history of
racial and gender struggles; however, if they do good in their positions, they will not only
fight against racial and gender inequalities, they will give power to others to take on related
challenges, and success can be attained through the understanding that they are not alone.
BFT is unlike traditional theories used in student affairs practice, which generally
speak to the dominant Eurocentric culture that does not speak to the experience of African
American women (Howard-Hamilton, 2003). This approach allows the experiences of
African American women SSAOs to be understood and focused on in relation to the social
discourse of race and gender in higher education. Explicitly, BFT facilitates a focus on the
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multiple authenticities of African American women in a society that has generally
downgraded their stories to a secondary or even tertiary status (Collins, 2000). For this study,
the structure being analyzed is higher education, specifically student affairs. This is apparent
through the first of the three research questions: What are the career trajectories of African
American women SSAOs? What strategies have African American women SSAOs employed
in order to be successful in their career advancement? Last, BFT encourages and allows
African American women to classify, redefine, describe, and share experiences of racism and
sexism that may be unique (Collins, 2000; Smith, Allen, & Danley, 2007; Taylor, 2009).
Therefore, it is critical that this researcher study the experiences of African American women
SSAOs and expand the understanding of race and gender on career advancement through the
unique experiences of this invisible group. As a result, BFT is the most appropriate
framework that can be used.

Methodology

Narrative Inquiry

Narrative inquiry was used to guide this study. The purpose of narrative inquiry is to
portray the lives of individuals, the collection of people’s stories of their experiences, and the
dialogue of the meaning of those experiences in an effort to increase understanding of
essential concerns related to teaching and learning through the telling and retelling of stories
(Creswell, 2008). Narrative inquiry can also be the researcher's way of collecting descriptions
of events and then retelling them in chronological storyline (Polkinghorne, 2007). Narrative
inquiry allows the researcher to capture the detailed life experiences of a single or small
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number of individuals across multiple recording types, such as journals, field notes, letters,
memos, and official correspondence about the participant, photographs, memory boxes, and
other significant artifacts (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Furthermore, narrative inquiry has
an increased emphasis on empowering one’s voice in an environment or setting where it is
typically silent or unheard. The unheard voice, according to Patton (2002), is projected by
people/groups who have not yet been considered as the norm, while their experiences have
not yet been understood as ideal for life history research.

Life Histories

For the purposes of this study, the life history method was used to depict aspects of
African American women’s life experiences that revolve around being senior student affairs
officers. Seven African American women SSAOs were selected for this study. This group
size is typical for life-story research because it provides an in-depth review of participants’
lived experiences (van Manen, 1990; Cole & Knowles, 2001). Cole and Knowles noted that
life story research is directed by values of relationships, mutuality, empathy, care, sensitivity,
respect, and authenticity; therefore, how participants are invited, which participants are
selected, and how many participants are selected are solely based on thorough principles.
Hence, it is important to note that life-story research should opt for depth over breadth. In
using the life-story method, it is important to work systematically and accurately with only
one participant, then to develop a partial understanding of several participants’ stories (Cole
& Knowles, 2001). For that reason, these small in-depth interviews also produce rich,
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descriptive information and insight into the experiences of the African American women
SSAOs.
Aligning with the BFT framework, understanding the intersectionality of African
American women SSAOs warrants the examination of their experiences and how their
identity has influenced their career advancement. Life history positions narrative accounts
and interpretations within a broader context (Cole & Knowles, 2001). The participants’
individual stories are connected to their job and their family, as well as their culture
experience, which refers to their racial and/or ethnical background, and finally their historical
background, which is considered time and place. From these narratives, life-history research
can make a broader contextual meaning or a way to define history revolving around one
aspect (Cole & Knowles, 2001).
Life history is used in this study to capture the experiences of African American
women SSAOs. Life histories align with the traditions of storytelling within the Black
community, in which knowledge, values, and history are passed down in oral form, and
further support the appropriateness of using life histories to study this population (LawrenceLightfoot, 1997). Hence, in order to better understand their experiences, life history was used
to give the reader an inside view of each participant's reflection of events and their perceived
causes and effects (Cole & Knowles, 2001). BFT and life history are preferred for this study
because they take into account the experiences and perspectives of the person, as well as the
socially constructed stereotypes of society. Taking this into consideration, the
intersectionality of Black women leaders requires exploration of their experiences and how
their identity has shaped their leadership.
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Data Collection

The primary form of data collection was interviews (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).
Unobservable information such as a participant’s emotions, behaviors, reactions, and
viewpoints are captured in qualitative research through the use of interviewing (Patton, 2002).
Finally, under a BFT framework, collecting data through interviews gives African American
women SSAOs a voice through which to openly acknowledge how race and gender may have
influenced their career advancement experience.

Interviews
Participants were asked to complete a “Participant Summary Survey” (see Appendix
A). This survey was distributed via a secure online survey tool called SoGo Survey.
Participants received the survey link upon scheduling their interviews. Participants also
received email reminders to assist with completion of the survey prior to their last scheduled
interview. Participants who did not complete the survey prior to the end of their first
interview where verbally asked the survey questions upon completing their final interview.
The survey consisted of 25 questions within the four core areas (education, employment,
personal, and family history). Coles and Knowles (2001) refer to this process as adding to the
“guided conversations” to assist with obtaining knowledge about the participant beforehand
(p. 72). This practice is beneficial and preferred, as it allows for the researcher to naturally
develop interview questions based on a set of guiding principles from the life history inquiry
(Coles & Knowles, 2001).

57
Each participant was interviewed two times for 90-120 minutes for each interview
(Sobers, 2014). I worked with each participant to determine the date, location, and/or method
to conduct each interview. Interviews where in the form of in-person, via online conversation
efforts such as Skype, or via telephone. All participants received the interview protocol (see
Appendix B) prior to their assigned interview dates. In an effort to ensure that the notion of
relationships is maintained, Cole and Knowles (2001) remind readers of the importance of the
researcher and participant relationship. By providing the participants with the interview
protocol, I aided in building an authentic relationship, which led to authentic findings (Cole &
Knowles, 2001).
In line with the collection of data through using life histories and allowing for a story
to be told, it is important to use open-ended and semi-structured interview questions to build
on the stories that were shared. Open-end questions allow for flexibility of the participants’
answers, experiences, and perspectives (Merriam, 2002), while semi-structured questions start
the interview with predetermined questions in a specific order (Merriam, 2002).
The interviews were audio recorded and then transcribed verbatim by a third-party
professional transcriptionist that has been approved by the university. The transcriptionist
was also required to sign a confidentiality statement in an effort to protect the identities of the
participants and their data. I confirmed the accuracy of the transcripts by listening to the
audio recording while reading each transcript. After this initial verification of accuracy, I sent
each participant a copy of their profile and the research findings with follow-up questions,
also referred to as "descriptive validity" (Gay, Airasian, & Mills, 2011). This member
checking (Creswell, 2009) gives the participants an opportunity to review their transcripts and
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verify the data for accuracy. Last, the follow-up provided an opportunity for the participants
to provide additional information that was not provided in the initial interview.

Participant Selection

The population for this study is made up of African American women currently
serving as SSAOs in institutions of higher education in the United States. This broad
description of participants allowed for a rich diverse group of African American women in
senior level student affairs positions. For the purpose of this study, criterion sampling was
used to select participants based on specified criteria. The advantage to using criterion
sampling lies in selecting information-rich data. Information-rich data occurs when the
researcher can learn in-depth about issues of importance to the purpose of the research
(Patton, 1990). Furthermore, by using criterion sampling, all participants experienced the
same phenomenon which has a greater impact on the researcher’s ability to expose a
weakness within a system and provide suggested resolutions (Creswell, 2009; Patton, 2002).
The criteria for this study were individuals who identify as (1) African American/
Black, (2) women who are currently in senior student affairs officers position (i.e., vice
president/chancellors of student affairs, associate/assistant vice president, dean of students, or
associate/assistant dean of students) at an institution of higher education within the United
States, and (3) have been in their position for at least five years. I sought out SSAOs
throughout the United States to increase the reflection of diversity among the administrators,
their students, and their work experience.
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Recruitment

Participants were recruited through individual conversations, social media outlets,
referrals, and email communication with colleagues, professional organizations (NASPA,
ASPA, ASCA), and peers. The recruitment correspondence (see Appendix C) addressed
detailed information about my study, my research goals, the time commitment, and the
request for interested participants to take an informational survey (see Appendix A). The
recruitment correspondence was emailed to 42 identified African American women SSAOs.
Of the identified 42 inquires sent, only ten women responded confirming their interest to
participant. Of that ten, only seven met the above criterion, and scheduled and completed their
interviews. These seven participants all had at least five years of experience working in the
four-year institution setting throughout their career experience. Currently five of the
participants were from four-year institutions and two from two-year institutions, which will be
discussed more in depth in Chapter 4.
As participants confirmed their participation, follow-up scheduling emails were sent.
This email included the informed consent form. Since interviews served as my primary source
of data collection, the informed consent included general information about the study,
participant involvement/time commitment, confidentiality of the participants’ information,
and the intent of the results (see Appendix D). All participants were required to confirm
review of and give verbal consent at the beginning of their first interview of participation in
the study as well as consent to audio recording.
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Data Analysis

Data analysis starts organizing the data provided by the participants for analysis,
conducting diverse analyzing measures, and repeating these steps until an understanding, an
interpretation, and a conclusion can be made by the researcher (Creswell, 2009). In using the
semi-structured open-ended interview style, which allows for questions to vary depending on
the participant’s life story, there are still common questions that were asked of all the
participants. I analyzed the answers to the common questions to establish comparable or
related themes (Patton, 2002). In an effort to maintain the confidentiality of each participant,
the participants were asked to give pseudonyms. After the interviews were completed and all
other data had been gathered, the information was separated based on the interviewee
pseudonym.
Each interview was then transcribed verbatim. Knowing that the authentic data from
interviews are a critical component for qualitative analysis (Patton, 2002), I listened to all of
the recorded interviews while carefully reading the transcript in an effort to be immersed in
the data and effectively analyze it. This also provided the opportunity to consider any
overarching themes about the interview data and document them (Creswell, 2009) before
comparing the interviews to one another. Similar to Lawrence-Lightfoot’s (1997) portraiture
notion, as the researcher, I took notes and wrote down phrases that I believed represented
topics and patterns within the transcribed interviews. These notes were also categorized to
reflect the identified areas/common themes within the interview.
I used directed content analysis to code themes from the data, as the objective of a
directed method to content analysis is to confirm or broaden a theoretical framework or theory
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(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The theoretical framework of BFT functioned as a coding
category for the first coding of the data. Once categories were established, each category was
assigned an abbreviation code and labeled within the NVivo qualitative data analysis software
system corresponding to the transcriptions that they applied to (Creswell, 2009). Consistent
with the directed content analysis method, statements from the interviews were emphasized as
categories from BFT, whereas accounts that did not fit within BFT categories were coded
with a new category and analyzed as either reinforcing or contradicting BFT. One of the most
important aspects of a directed approach to content analysis is that the prevailing theory can
be reinforced and broadened. In addition, the newly recognized groupings can also suggest a
conflicting view of the phenomenon or may further cultivate, extend, and enhance the
theoretical concept (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).

Research Positionality

The participants for this study and I shared three key commonalities (African
American, women, and professionals within student affairs). These commonalities served as
a way of connecting with each woman, as well as understanding some of the potential lived
experiences related to being an African American woman, as suggested by Collins’s BFT.
However, as an African American woman in student affairs, I believe that my experience and
passion for advocating for African Americans, as well as other marginalized voices in higher
education, added to my ability to engage with these women and their lived experiences. Cole
(2009) suggests that researchers write a research statement in an effort to examine their own
identity. Thus I shared an opening statement with each participant to provide them with a
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synopsis of my professional experience and career goals prior to them sharing intimate and
detailed stories of their own experiences.

Trustworthiness

Lincoln and Guba (1985) identified credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability as four areas that can maximize the trustworthiness of a qualitative research
study. Prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, and
member checking are some of the techniques that also address the credibility of the findings
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). By using strategies such as visiting participants in their workplace
or desired location, conducting multiple interviews, performing participant and self-check-ins,
I was able to establish credibility. Merriam (2002) states that triangulation is a method of
collecting information from a variety of sources, which assists the researcher in determining
the validity of data. For this study, triangulation was used in the form of obtaining documents
as resumes, degrees, pictures, and campus literature to speak to the experiences of being an
African American woman in a senior student affairs position. The shared resumes, articles,
divisional work, and pictures served as reflections of the participants lived stories

Limitations/Delimitations

There are a few limitations that I expected with this research study. First, the study
may not be a depiction of the participants’ comprehensive lived stories, as this study was only
a snapshot in their time. Another potential limitation is that this study may not predict the
experience for all African American women in senior student affairs positions. Third, the
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study examined and recorded the experiences of African American women in senior student
affairs position throughout the United States; however, the experiences of African American
women, internationally, may differ, while the experiences of women who identify as Black,
but may not be American, may differ as well. Finally, although all of the participants had
experience working in four-year institutions; the SSAO journey and experiences could look
different from those that serve in this role only with a two-year higher education setting frame
of reference.
With the purpose of providing a more in-depth connection with the participants
through face-to-face interviews, I restricted the study to African American women who have
been SSAOs in the United States. Likewise, seeking to interview African American women
SSAOs who have served as senior student affairs administrator for at least five years increases
the likelihood that the SSAO understands how race and gender have influenced her career
advancement process. Last, this qualitative study was delimited to BFT and life stories in an
effort to analyze the findings through a cultural- and gender-specific theoretical framework
that accurately supports the participants' experiences.

Significance

In an environment where diversity and inclusivity is what the field of student affairs is built
on, but not what is shown in our daily practices amongst colleagues, we must ask: Are we
really being true to our profession or just another mirror of inequality? The significance of
this study to the field of higher education is beneficial not only for African American women,
but for all who desire career advancement to a senior student affairs position. Higher
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education literature on the experiences of African American women continues to advance, but
the bulk of the studies primarily speak to the student and faculty experience and the strategies
used to retain them (Jackson 2004). However, there are a few empirical research studies that
address recruiting, retaining, and advancing African American women higher education
administrators, such as those in senior student affairs positions.

Chapter Summary

This chapter provided information regarding the qualitative methodology that was
used in this study. The study’s purpose is supported by the participant criteria and the
narrative inquiry data collection method. Furthermore, this chapter addressed the rationale for
using in-depth interviews, field notes, and collection of artifacts as the data collection method.
These forms of collection also align with analyzing the data to identify themes that emerged
from the data or contributed to answering the research questions. The next chapter provides
an historical summary of the participants from the research study.

CHAPTER 4
PARTICIPANT PROFILES

The Student Affairs Professionals in Higher Education (which goes by the acronym
NASPA) is one of the leading professional organization for student affairs professionals.
With nearly a century of services to the field of student affairs, NASPA has over 15,000
registered members. Of this number, 234 self-identified as being women SSAOs. Although
not all African American woman that are SSAO belong to NASPA, the participants in this
study were a part of NASPA’s small sample size of SSAO professionals in the United States.
While the field of student affairs has evolved and more women are in senior leadership
positions, only 37 of the 234 women who are SSAOs identify as African American/Black
(Alexis Wesaw, personal communication from NASPA, 12/11/2015). Thus, this study
explores the experience of seven of these 37 women.
This chapter provides a brief summary of each participant’s profile, which includes
her educational and leadership background. Pseudonyms were assigned to all participants.
Last, this chapter concludes with a comprehensive demographic summary of the seven
participants.
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Participants

Chancellor

Fifty-eight-year-old Chancellor is a recently married African American woman who
was born in California. A vibrant Chancellor, who is the oldest child, lived with her mother
and father until they divorced during her early teens. From then on, Chancellor’s family lived
a middle-class lifestyle. Chancellor’s father has a doctorate and worked in higher education
as a professor, her mother was a registered nurse. Both parents served as her first professional
role models. Although she primarily lived with her mother after their divorce, her father
continued to play a very active role in her life and has served as a sounding board for her
career journey in higher education.
Chancellor attended a high-ranking public research institution for her undergraduate
studies where she double majored in English and psychology. She attended a prestigious
university in California where she obtained her Ph.D. in educational policy. Chancellor, a
humble yet privileged sister-girl, explained:
I’ve being blessed to go to some really good schools. I got my undergraduate degree
from Berkeley, a great academic institution, and was blessed to go to Stanford for my
Ph.D., another really great institution. I think all of those things combined have really
helped me be successful.
As previously stated, Chancellor has recently married, and her husband is currently
completing his doctoral degree requirements. They do not have any children, but enjoy being
an aunt and uncle.
Within the last six months, Chancellor has become the vice chancellor of student
affairs at a middle-sized private four-year research institution. In this role, she is the chief
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student affairs officer who sits on the president’s cabinet. Chancellor supervises the usual
student affairs units: resident living, student activities and leadership, counseling, student
center, career services, diversity and inclusion, international student services, athletics, and
recreational sports. Other areas she oversees that may not be as typical include academic
support programs, which are tutoring programs, disability programs, student services
programs, and scholarship programs. Prior to her current position, Chancellor served as a
vice president of student affairs for eight years at another mid-size private four-year
university. This easy-going humorous professional has also served as an associate vice
president for student affairs and director of the cross cultural center. Chancellor’s first job
after obtaining her bachelor’s degree was in a position at the information desk/welcome center
for a university.

Faith

Faith is a 49-year-old single African American woman who was born in Arizona.
During her youth, Faith lived in a working-class family with both parents. An intentional
Faith attended public predominately White-serving institutions for both her undergraduate and
graduate degrees. This fair-minded woman majored in criminal justice as an undergraduate.
She earned her Ed.D. in educational leadership. Faith has never been married and does not
have any children.
Faith has served as the vice chancellor of student affairs at a large four-year public
research institution for over three years now. She oversees all aspects of co-curricular
programming which includes residence life, health and wellness centers, medical doctors,
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counseling centers, and a robust drug and alcohol program. Prior to her current position,
Faith was vice president of student affairs for another university. She has also worked as an
associate vice president, assistant vice president, and director. Warmhearted Faith
communicated, “I have always worked within higher education student affairs-related work.
So I have had a pretty clear sense to what I want to do and intentionally worked my way up.”
With over 26 years of experience, Faith has always worked in higher education, specifically
student affairs.

Renee

Renee is a married African American woman who was born in Washington. At the
age of 12, her parents separated and Renee then lived with her mother and siblings. As a
senior in high school, Renee agree to complete her senior year as a first-year college student
at a local college. She shared,
In my first year of college, I was a high school student who, at the advice of my
counselor and the approval of my mother, decided to do my last year of school – for
my senior year of high school – as my first year of college. Big mistake. So, I was
plopped, as I see it, onto a college campus without a lot of guidance or support. And I
knew that – for me, that was troubling. I had to figure out a lot of things on my own,
and after that experience – and you know, you can take something away and learn
something from every experience – I think that’s where I started the notion of helping
students. I wanted to help students so they didn’t have to figure it out alone, as I felt I
did.
As an undergraduate student, she attended a private predominately White-serving institution,
where she majored in liberal studies. She earned her Ed.D. in higher education from a public
HBCU. Renee and her husband have three children.
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A reserved Renee is the senior vice president of student affairs at a two-year multicampus community college. She has been in this position for three years. She oversees all
facets of student affairs, which includes all of the enrollment and onboarding functional areas
such as admissions, welcome centers, response center, financial aid, counseling, and advising.
Renee indicated,
I am a true student affairs practitioner. You know, while I am fortunate to serve as the
chief student affairs officer, I’m a roll-up-my-sleeves-and-get-it-done kind of person.
I like to be with the students and keep my finger on the pulse of what’s going on at the
college and with our students.
True to form, Renee, like all of the other participants, continuously demonstrated an evident
and commendable passion for helping students succeed.
Prior to her current position, Renee was an associate senior vice president for student
services, dean for student development, interim dean, acting dean, associate dean, campus and
community coordinator, and manager of student resources and services. With over 26 years
in higher education, Renee’s career began in academic affairs, where she functioned as an
advisor for the school of continuing studies.

Jackson

Jackson is a high-energy, single, African American woman. She is the only child born
to her mother and father, who divorced early on in Jackson’s life. Jackson recalls both
parents teaching her the importance of education very early on. Her undergraduate degree is
in business education, while her Ph.D. is in educational leadership. Jackson, an industrious
woman, shared her first experiences:
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So technically, my first time as a VP of student affairs was also my first time ever
working in student affairs in my career, which is unheard of. This does not happen.
Talk about a very unique story. And so I started working in student affairs as a VP. I
am 30 years old when I get this job. I was one of the youngest vice presidents in the
country at that time.
A straight-forward Jackson was once married, but is currently divorced and does not have any
children.
A 41-year-old Jackson, over the past year and a half, has served as the vice president
of student affairs at a small four-year public historically Black university. She is the chief
student affairs officer, reporting directly to the university president. Jackson has 15 reporting
departments, which are most typically student affairs units. During the last 15 months, she
also briefly served as a special assistant to the acting president. This matter-of-fact participant
revealed:
I didn’t really have the issue of being talked over or my voice not being heard. I
didn’t have that issue. But my personality is one where I wouldn’t allow that to
happen anyway. So I was viewed as the b of the cabinet. Because everything I said –
from their standpoint – was over the top.
Jackson has also served as vice president of student affairs at two other institutions of higher
education, vice president of student affairs and enrollment management, and director of
multicultural affairs, which was housed in academic affairs. Her first job in higher education
was the executive assistant to the president at a university over 15 years ago. Jackson’s first
position in student affairs was as a vice president of student affairs. Additionally, her first job
after receiving her master’s degree was in the secondary education sectors as a high school
teacher who taught business education courses like accounting.
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Jadore

Jadore is an African American woman who was born in Mississippi. Although neither
parent had a college education, they both encouraged her to pursue her education. Jadore
earned a bachelor’s and master’s degree with the hopes of becoming a licensed mental health
therapist. A modest Jadore shared: “Actually, I think it was, I won’t say a fluke, but I never
had any desire to work in education or higher education. My career goals was to be a mental
health therapist in private practice.” However, Jadore found her first post graduate career in
higher education, where she has been for over 26 years. Her love for the students and success
in the field of student affairs allowed her career to continue to advance within student affairs
administration.
Jadore returned to school and proudly earned her Ph.D. in urban higher education from
a historically Black college. Jadore and her husband at the time had two children. After her
marriage dissolved, she began to focus more on her children and career goals. She stated that
during this transitional time was pivotal in her finding her passion for student affairs.
Jadore currently serves as the vice president of student affairs and enrollment
management and interim chief diversity and inclusion officer for a large public four-year
institution. In this role, she reports directly to the university president. Jadore manages 13
units, including the traditional student affairs units (i.e., residence life, student activities), as
well as athletics admissions and financial aid. Proudly, Jadore explained,
What I love most about what I do is working with the students. At this level I don’t
see a lot of students because whatever their issues, are they should be taken care of
before they get to the vice president’s office. But I do make sure I make contact with
students to some degree so that students know who I am and that they can come to me.
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Prior to this role, she served as an interim vice president, assistant vice president, dean
of students, and associate dean of students for residence life. Jadore’s first student affairs
position was a counselor in a university counseling center over 30 years ago.

Michelle

Michelle, an African American women in her late forties recently completed her
doctorate studies in higher education. She is a divorced single mother of one child. This
Detroit native earned her undergraduate education from a predominately White-serving
institution where she majored in philosophy. A critically conscious Michelle explained:
I was a student recruited out of the Cleveland, Ohio area to come to a college in a
small rural farm town, and 60 to 70 of us were recruited that year. Half of us left after
the first semester due to either poor academic performance or not feeling very
comfortable in that institutional setting because of a lot of racial issues, concerns, and
experiences that they had had.
With her college experience, Michelle grew an initial passion for addressing student retention.
Within this last year, she completed her Ed.D. degree requirements.
An ambitious Michelle recently accepted a new position as the vice president of
student affairs and dean of students at a small four-year liberal arts institution. During our
interviews, she was transitioning out of her position as dean of students at a small private
four-year historically Black college. In her new role as VP of student affairs, she would be
supervising residence life, religious life, student involvement, public safety, the counseling
and health center, and the center for intercultural services. When asked what lead her to
become a SSAO, Michelle shared, “I think everybody that goes into student affairs has a
general interest in creating a vibrant and collegial learning environment for students. An
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environment where students can feel like they are a success.” In Michelle’s dean of students’
role, she worked with a consortium of institutions to manage students, staff, and campus
relations. She reported to the vice president of student affairs, who serves as the chief student
affairs officer and reports directly to the university president. Michelle was the dean of
students for six years with this particular university. She has also served as an associate dean
of students/director, director, and assistant director. Michelle’s first job in higher education
was as an instructor for a student success seminar course over 24 years ago.

Sam

Sam is a married African American woman with two adult children. She attended an
HBCU for her undergraduate degree and a public predominately White-serving institution for
her graduate degree. She majored in education as an undergraduate. She earned her Ph.D. in
higher education at a large research institution. Sam’s one and only husband of 41 years is
also a higher education professional; as a result, most of her career pathway has been based on
his career advancement opportunities. When asked what made her choose student affairs, a
witty Sam shared,
Well, I didn’t exactly choose it. I chose teaching. I did not have a job because I
relocated based on my marriage. I got married to a man who was also in higher
education. So, I went into student affairs simply because I did not have a job; but I
found that I absolutely loved working with students.
Sam shared how her love for working with students continued as she found other
opportunities in student affairs.
Sam is currently the interim vice president of student services at a two-year
community college. She oversees traditional student services in a community college setting,
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which includes academic support services, admission and records, orientation and
placement/assessment, cultural/diversity services, food services, career services, child
development centers, counseling and advising centers, disability services, financial aid,
international student support, library and computer services, transfer centers, veterans’
services, and workforce centers. As I listened to the sounds of food cooking, Sam reflected
on how she has retired from student affairs, but has been asked by the college president to
return for a short period. She shared,
I was asked to come in and serve as interim vice president for instruction for five
months, and I didn’t want to do that, but I agreed to do it. And then after those five
months, they asked me to come back as dean of business. I didn’t want to do that, but
I said, okay. And then the president moved me to interim vice president of instruction.
Then I was asked to take my current position as interim vice president for student
services and I’ve been there for a little bit more than a year. I went to the college to
serve five months, and when I leave June 30, it will be two and a half years later.
Sam also worked for two years in the corporate world, served as a vice president of student
affairs for another community college, served as an associate provost for external affairs at a
four-year institution, has been acting dean of planning and development, an executive
assistant to the president at a college, director of records and registration, and a records and
registration specialist. Although Sam has over 26 years’ in higher education, she started her
career in teaching at the primary education level.

Participant Profile Summary

Six of the seven participants were SSAOs on their campus and reported directly to the
president. Those six women held the title of vice president or vice chancellor of student
affairs or student services. The seventh participant was transitioning into a vice president
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position, but held the title dean of students and reported to the vice president during our
interview. Five of the seven women currently worked in a four-year institution (two private,
three public), while the remaining two worked in two-year community college settings. All of
the participants had worked in student affairs between 10 and 26 years. Likewise, all of the
participants have between 15 and 26 years of experience in higher education. The participants
have held their current positions between six months and six years.
All seven participants have earned their doctoral degree (five Ph.D., two Ed.D.). All
but one participant attended PWIs for both their bachelor’s and doctoral programs. All seven
women’s graduate education was in higher education and/or an educational leadership related
field, and all attained degrees from the public higher education sectors. Four of the seven
women are single/never married or divorced, while the remaining participants identified as
married. Four of the seven participants have one to four children, while the remainder have
no children. The participants’ ages ranged between 41 and 59 years. The highest level of
education for the participants’ male/female parental figures was a doctorate degree. Again,
two participants did not answer this question. Table 1 summarizes these profiles.

Chapter Summary
This chapter provided a detailed description of each participant’s personal and
educational background, as well as a walk-through of their career pathway to becoming an
SSAO. The next chapter features the concepts formed from the interviews with the seven
participants. Participants were interviewed using semi-structured interview questions. The
interviews were transcribed and analyzed in an effort to provide a detailed discussion of the

Table 1
Participant Profiles
Chancellor
PhD

Faith
EdD

Renee
EdD

Jackson
PhD

Jadore
PhD

Michelle
PhD

Sam
PhD

PWI (Public);
PWI (Private)

PWI (Public);
PWI (Public)

PWI (Private);
HBCU (Public)

PWI (Public);
PWI (Public)

HBCU (Public);
HBCU (Public)

PWI (Public);
PWI (Public)

HBCU (Private);
PWI (public)

English/
Psychology;
Educational
Policy - HE
26 or more

Criminal
Justice;
Educational
Leadership
26 or more

Liberal Studies;
HE
Administration

Psychology;
Urban HE

Philosophy;
HE

Education; HE

26 or more

Business
Education;
Educational
Leadership
15-20

26 or more

21-25

26 or more

Years in SA
Time in Current
Position
Current position
title

26 or more
6 monthss.

26 or more
1 to 3 years

Not answered
6 months

5-10
1 to 3 years

21-25
1 to 3 year.

21-25
6 years

21 -25
1 to 3 years

Vice Chancellor
of SA

Vice Chancellor
of SA

Senior Vice
President of
Student Affairs

Vice President
of SA

Vice President
of SA

Interim Vice
President for
Student Support

Current institution
and type
Highest level of
education of
male/female
parental figure

4-yr institution;
PWI (Private)
Doctorate;
Other - RN

Vice President
of SA and
Enrollment and
Interim
Diversity
Officer
4-yr institution;
PWI (Public)
Some college;
High School

Highest degree
attained
Type of
undergraduate,
graduate institution
did you attend
Area of study for
undergraduate
degree; doctoral
degree
Years in HE
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4-yr institution; 2-yr institution;
4-yr institution;
4-yr institution
2-yr institution;
PWI (Public)
Multicultural
HBCU (Public)
HBCU (Private) PWI (Public)
Junior high/
High school
Some college;
Not answered
Not answered
Middle school
graduate;
High school
or less;
Associate’s
Associate’s
degree
degree
Age
58
49
52
41
56
45-49
67
Marital/Relationship Married
Single/Never
Married
Divorced
Divorced
Divorced
Married
Status
Married
Children
No Children
No Children
3 or 4
No Children
1 or 2
1 or 2
1 or 2
Note. EdD = Doctor of Education; HBCU = historically black college or university; HE = higher education; PhD = Doctor of Philosophy; PWI =
predominately white serving institution; SA = student affairs;
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study’s findings. Last, the chapter discusses the increased awareness into the participants’
insights of African American women, as well as the strategies suggested for success in higher
education, specifically student affairs.

CHAPTER 5
FINDINGS

This life-history study examined the experiences of African American women senior
student affairs officers to understand the strategies they utilized in advancing their careers.
This chapter discussES the themes that developed through analysis of interviews. The
following research questions guided the study:
1. What were the career trajectories of African American women Senior Student Affairs
Officers (SSAO’s)?
2. How did African American women SSAOs navigate racism and sexism throughout
their career journeys?
3. What strategies have African American women SSAOs employed in order to be
successful in their career advancement?
As discussed in Chapter 3, the data from this research was organized based on the
theoretical framework of Black Feminist Thought. This study is grounded in the
understanding that African American women SSAOs’ experiences in higher education are
raced and gendered. This chapter is organized around their experiences of becoming an
SSAO and being an SSAO. Becoming an SSAO focuses on the diverse pathways each
woman took to become an SSAO. Being an SSAO focuses on the learned experiences each
woman has had in order to maintain their success as SSAOs.
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Becoming a SSAO

The journey to become a vice president of student affairs is a journey each participant
has experienced at different points in her life. Although the journey has differed, the pathway
reveals the importance of understanding their career trajectories as being mediated by both
race and gender. The next section explores three important themes in advancing their careers:
securing advance credentials and gaining experiences, finding mentorship and sponsorship,
and developing self-confidence, knowledge, and leadership skills.

Credentials and Gaining Experience

The participants walked through their career journey by starting with stories of their
undergraduate or graduate degree. Several women discussed initial career plans outside of
higher education, such as becoming a licensed mental health counselor (Jadore) or teaching in
middle school (Sam). For some of the participants, a career in higher education, specifically
student affairs, was an unplanned career choice, as shared by participants like Sam, who
started out as a primary education teacher, while other participants, like Michelle and Faith,
talked about how identifying student affairs as a career pathway early on in their studies
positioned them to start careers directly in student affairs. This next section discusses in
detail the experiences these women had in obtaining key credentials, gaining experience, and
leading diversity efforts.
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Importance of Credentials

The participants all agreed that obtaining a doctoral degree was a vital credential
needed to move up into a senior leadership position in higher education. Sam shared an
interaction that she had with board of trustee members that prompted her to consider pursuing
a doctorate.
This board members said to me, you’d make a great dean of students if you had a
doctorate. And I thought, now wait a minute. If I’d make a great dean of students, I
would make a great dean of students today. It wouldn’t take my doctorate to make me
a great dean of students. And that turned on a light bulb for me. Because not every
dean of students had a doctorate, okay? But I would make a great dean of students if I
had a doctorate. So that was, he first sign of what you have to go through, I didn’t like
that.
What did she mean by “didn’t like that?” None of the women distinctly stated that a
doctoral credential was a required credential for success in the field. However, it was clear
that such a terminal degree was, and still is, an unspoken requirement to be viewed as an
equally valued and educated leader in the field.
While obtaining a terminal degree was identified as an assumed vital requirement to
further career advancement, participants discussed experiencing racial micro-aggressions
from their White colleagues and supervisors while pursuing their doctorate. For instance,
Sam shared a story about her White supervisor treating her differently than her White
colleague who later decided to pursue a doctorate.
I said to the dean, “I’ve decided that I’m going to grad school. I want [to take] a
sabbatical because I want to go and work on my doctorate.” Sarah [Sam’s supervisor],
said, “What qualifies you for a sabbatical?” I got all of [the information needed ahead
of time] because I knew I was going to get a sidetracked answer. And I said to myself,
“No, oh congratulations.” [My supervisor] then told me, “Oh, I don’t know because
Susan [Sam’s White colleague] has already asked for a sabbatical, too.” Which I had
already had a conversation with Susan before this and I knew it was not on her radar
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and she had no interest in going back to school. I knew Sarah was not telling me the
truth, she just did not think I should have been the one going back to school.
Sam understood her conversation with her White supervisor to be one that suggested
that the supervisor did not believe she, an African American, should be the one seeking such a
degree, as if she were not qualified or smart enough to obtain such a credential. However,
Sam’s White colleague, who had not interested, was a more “viable candidate.”
Sam’s story was centered on trying to obtain her credentials. Two other participants
shared their racialized experiences with supervisors and committee members. Jackson, who
was the first student in her university’s history to complete her Ph.D. in 23 months, was
questioned by people on her committee and even her department regarding the reliability of
her ability to successfully complete such a degree from start to finish so quickly. Jackson
stated, “They did not question or give the White guy hell who completed his in 28 months
right before me.”
Not all graduate school experiences were negative. Michelle reflected on positive and
supportive experiences while completing her degree requirements. Michelle’s dissertation
was centered on the experiences of African American women who were students at HBCUs.
Michelle spoke highly about the continued support she received from her supervisor during
her time completing her doctoral requirements. Michelle disclosed: “With a great vice
president that I worked for, she supported me, prepared me, and gave me the tools I needed to
be successful.” Michelle also shared that her supervisor, who is also an African American
woman, would always say, “I’m just the person polishing the diamonds that are hidden.”
Although each participant’s experience in obtaining their credentials differed, they all
identified their comparable experiences as being centered on their race.
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Developing Leadership Skills

Coupled with securing advanced degrees, participants indicated that developing strong
leadership skills was necessary for career advancement. Participants discussed starting in
entry-level positions and having to work their way up. Jackson shared her higher education
career as the executive assistant to the president, stating:
I was at a top-level cabinet position, but I was 26 years old. I didn’t really have any
experience in higher education outside of that job. I can’t go into a VP position [from
this position]. So basically my thought process was, I have to go back down the
ladder in order to work my way back up later.
While early in her career Jackson had access to and worked for top-level administrators, this
did not translate directly as experience in student affairs. Thus, like the other women in this
study, she had to work her way up through entry-level positions.
As participants gained valuable experience in the field, they obtained an important
concept of what leadership was. During the journey of being a SSAO, the women discussed
the experience of learning how to effectively work with others as an essential skill to have as
a leader. This skill was beneficial for each woman in gaining increased experience in a
multitude of areas which allowed for increased opportunities for exposure of their skills to be
added to their professional portfolios. Chancellor explained, “Early on in my career, I was
exposed to and had the opportunity to work in many area of student affairs and I think that
that has been really helpful to me, I’ve even worked in academic affairs.” As a result,
working with others allowed for collaboration within their division, both in academic affairs
and within higher education overall. Jackson shared, “You’ve got to be willing to step out to
the other side of the house. A great student affairs professional is only as great as them
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understanding academic affairs.” Many of the participants also talked about leadership
programs and books they read to expand their knowledge on effective leadership. This
increased exposure across campus and within the field of student affairs allowed the women
to learn about all aspects of higher education, and also offered a link to individuals who may
be able to assist them in the advancement of their leadership goals.

Leading Diversity Initiatives

While participants discussed being committed to diversity, they were often asked to
lead diversity initiatives because of their identities as Black women. Michelle, Chancellor,
and Faith discussed an unspoken expectation that, as a person of color, it was assumed that
they would be best to address issues of diversity. Thus, this assumption lead to a belief that
they would be best suited only in a diversity-related positions. Michelle shared:
What I learned from that experience was there is a perspective that people that come
from multicultural affairs have those undertones of race and gender and politics and
the other stuff. But they don’t have the same qualifications to do the job as a vice
president or someone who has come from a more generalized student affairs areas
background.
Chancellor discussed how, as a leader within her division, she challenges her
employees to think more broadly about their work, because one of the challenges for an
African American professional in this time period is that you are only the multicultural
person, orientation person, housing person, activities person, and that becomes your line. So
she found herself challenging her young colleagues to think more broadly about their work.
In particular, for Black women, one of the areas that we commonly lead revolves around race
issues, because whenever there is a race issue on campus, you know who they are going to
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turn to: “What do you think? Can you be involved? Can you be the spokesperson?” And
more commonly than not, we say “yes” to provoke change, because if we are not in those
positions, those conversations are not going to happen.
Many of the women, at times, have felt slighted that their knowledge and abilities
were diverted into only diversity initiatives, which caused them to believe that their overall
skills where not being capitalized on. Their shared perspective on how there were still, at
times, unequal expectations for African American women to be held responsible for diversity
education initiatives further spoke to their raced and gendered experiences. Thus, although
their continued raced and gendered experiences emulated a larger societal dilemma, their
unique perseverance and resistance to such lived experiences were noted to be due in part to a
system of support.

Importance of Mentorship and Sponsorship

The participants discussed the need to be in connection with a mentor and the need for
networking amongst colleagues in the field. Understanding the mentor and mentee
relationship was found to be important, even more so if one desired to advance in the field.
Many of the participants noted that a mentor would serve as the person who provided advice
and counsel. These topics included issues of learning how to manage an environment to
being connected to resources necessary to attaining professional development skills required
for another position. Renee shared:
Whether there is a formal mentoring relationship or an informal mentoring
relationship, I think it’s important that you learn from others, whether you’re learning
from their mistakes or their successes. I think it’s important to be connected others
who have paved the way.

85

Some of the women also talked about the feeling of isolation as they began to enter
higher leadership positions and needing a mentor to talk to about the challenges they were
facing or decisions they needed to make. Jackson reflected on some of the advice she
received from her mentor about her relationship with her supervisor at the time. Jackson
understood that:
I did not consider [my supervisor] to be a mentor at all. I only considered him to be a
mentor to me after I left. And that’s because my other mentors told me, “Your boss
cannot mentor you. That’s who you have to impress. When you go to him, you’ve got
to know what you’re doing and what you’re talking about. You call us first to make
sure you’re on par. He is not your mentor, he is your boss.”
Although many supervisors may want to serve as your mentor, as Jackson’s did, there
are reasons why such a relationship can present itself as a challenge. Jackson’s mentor helped
her to understand that there are unspoken expectations and that she would have to
continuously defend her authority as a credible leader time and time again if she allowed her
supervisor to serve as her trainer, instead of understanding that her supervisor was the
evaluator of her skills and competency. Like many unspoken expectations, there is an
assumed responsibility of knowing it all that one must have. Additionally, this perception of
all knowledge must be demonstrated to your supervisor. Thus, any demonstration of having a
lack of knowledge or knowing it all can potentially be viewed by your supervisor as being
incompetent. Ultimately, this was what Jackson’s mentors were trying to warn her against
regarding not relying on her supervisor as her mentor.
Faith revealed that she had to create her own network and seek out people. She
acknowledged, “I think that is to our detriment because this work can be isolating.
Particularly when you are looking for people on the cabinet who look like you, who may
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share your perspectives. It’s a challenge.” She continued by sharing the need for other
African America women to be intentional about building those networks of support for one
another:
Unfortunately, I think we end up not doing that and it’s definitely to our detriment.
Sometimes we are fortunate to have centers, circles, and mentors that will help us
connect; but oftentimes, those mentors don’t look like us.
Shorter-Gooden and Jones (2003) spoke about the importance of mentorship for Black
women, specifically the need for a circle of support that affirms and supports individuals
along the way.
All of the women in this study discussed how their mentors saw their potential skill set
and helped them in the advancement of needed skills for such leadership positions. Jackson’s
mentor became not only her mentor, but her sponsor in her journey to becoming an SSAO.
Jackson shared:
When I first became vice president, I literally went to a state conference and saw this
lady present. She’s a Black female, vice president of the flagship school of [state],
and I literally walked up to her, introduced myself, said “I’m a new VP at [college],
and I need some help. And I need to know if you’ll be my mentor.” And she was like
stunned. She said, “Contact me.” I contacted her later, and she was like, “Come up
here.” I spent two days with her and her staff. She made sure she put me in front of
every one of her direct reports, told them, give her whatever you have. Copies of
papers, forms, whatever documents, policies. I came home with a box of stuff. And
she is still my mentor today. So she has been mentor for ten years and I don’t make a
move without contacting her first.
It is through such supportive networks that these women have been able to be successful
navigators of the tumultuous terrain during their journey to becoming an SSAO. Jackson’s
experience with her mentor, like that of many others, speaks to the essence of sisterhood and
the true depiction of knowing that when one woman succeeds, the next women and the future
of women will succeed.
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For these women, a mentor served as a person who would not only confirm their
skills, but also challenge and provide constructive feedback. When asked about what factors
contributed to her success, Jackson shared:
Definitely my mentors. That is a huge thread for a lot of females, especially Black
females. My mentors have been amazing and they have really given me a lot of
guidance and advice along the way. And honestly, challenged and pushed me.
It is through mentorship that these women gained constructive feedback from supportive and
caring advocates during their journey of success as African American women in student
affairs. Through the same process, many of the women moved a step beyond mentorships and
talked about the importance of sponsorship. Faith explain explained the difference between
mentorship and sponsorship:
I have also come to understand the difference between mentorship and sponsorship
and how important it is to have both. Because at the end of the day, you not only want
someone to give you wise counsel, you also want someone who will pick up the phone
and make a call for you, force your candidacy, who will nominate you for a position.
Your sponsor is someone who will speak to others on your behalf, as well.
Like Faith, other participants spoke about how their mentor would provide support and sound
advice, while their sponsor would be the person who would connect them to the next
leadership position. Chancellor shared, “I have just been blessed to have people like that in
my life who have created opportunities for me where I may not had had those opportunities
by myself.” Chancellor also described her mentor and sponsor experience,
I have had incredible mentors, from the people who pushed me out of the nest to the
[sponsors] who walked me into jobs that I probably had no reason to be in; but [their]
perspective [was]that I could do it.
Thus, a sponsor becomes the unintended references that can and will connect to the next
career opportunities that they believe one can flourish in.
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Unlike a mentor, a sponsor can be a supervisor. Chancellor shared that later on in her
career, when she was an associate vice president, her supervisor told her, “you are undervaluing yourself. You really need to get out there and be a vice president for student affairs.”
As Chancellor shared, like many other women of color, she underestimated herself and
ignored advanced leadership opportunities. Chancellor indicated, “I was comfortable being
the associate vice president and would have retired out at the level, but my supervisor and
others saw my skills and abilities and pushed me out of the nest.” Similarly, the other women
described experiences of just wanting to do the best in their current leadership position and
decided not to pursue advanced leadership positions until a mentor, sponsor, or supervisor
encouraged them to do so. For many of the women, the trajectory into advanced leadership
positions was due, in part, to personal desires and the foresight of their mentor and sponsors.
Although all of the women talked about mentorship and the importance of
sponsorship, many of the women had experienced career challenges without such support and
advocacy during their journey to becoming an SSAO. Some of the women described how
they were not encouraged to expand their horizons or times when their skills and talents were
questioned, which triggered some of them to question their own competency and skills.
Michelle reflected on her experience prior to developing what she called a kitchen cabinet of
support:
So I think the higher up you go, you start to be the only one, like at the dean of
student’s level, vice president, and even sometimes at the director level; you feel
isolated. And when you find yourself continuously dealing with criticism and critique,
it can become emotionally taxing on you, sometimes to the point you begin to question
your skills. So I think it is important to recognize that you might not have a support
system on campus. But it’s really important to create your own kitchen cabinet of
folks to support you. I feel like now I can call my cabinet of people and get that
support I need.
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The participants shared experiences of identifying the need for a mentor to serve as
someone in the field who supported and challenged their professional development. The
purposeful support, coupled with sponsorship, further spoke to the significance of developing
and maintaining such support systems. Furthermore, the shared lived experience connected to
mentorship and sponsorship that each participant shared illustrated their resistance and
persistency in navigating experiences that are race- and gender-oriented.

Confidence in Competency and Work Ethic

Even after obtaining a doctorate and working and gaining valuable experience in a
multitude of areas with higher education, many of the women discussed feelings related to
confidence in their competency. When asked the question regarding challenges in becoming
an SSAO, another common point of discussion was an observation that many Black women
do not instinctively seek advancement because of a lack of confidence in their competency.
All of the women talked about developing and maintaining a good work ethic and
professional identity. They all discussed being a hard worker, which for many meant working
ten times harder than their counterparts. Jadore indicated:
If we strive, work to be the very best that we can be and we are always sharpening our
iron, when the opportunities come, we will be ready for them. [We have to know]
how do we take that theory and put it into practice, that’s the conversation, to be on
our A game or A+ game.
Jadore also discussed being determined and standing her ground because “if you do not, you
will not take seriously.” Other participants shared similar sentiments that they needed not to
just be good, but be great, and that they needed to be constantly ready to seize opportunities.
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The underlying sentiment is that opportunities are few and far between, and that Black women
need to be extra ready in order to be competitive.
Participants shared that the micro-aggressions they experienced often forced them to
have to defend their competencies. Faith shared the following story:
So I get to the meeting and there are literally nine White guys at the table and me.
Now they were mostly senior VPs and me, the young Black woman who was not a
VP. So we start off the meeting and the coach is running the meeting and every time
he talks everyone looks at him. I professionally challenged him and he got mad and
said, “Whatever kid.” So that just set me off and I thought, “Are you kidding me?
This man that is calling me a kid.” No, and nobody said anything. I just could not
believe it. So I had my moment and I was like, “Oh I’m going to check [this behavior]
right now.” So I said to him – now keep in mind I was so upset. There are days when
you can keep your inner-Black women in check and there are other days will you just
have to let her out. So, I said, “Kid? Kid? Did you just call me a kid?” So he says,
“Well, I….” [I knew that] Mr. Dell hates that,…coaches always want to be called
Coach. So I said, “Mr. Dell, you may call me Dr. [Last Name] or you can call me
Faith; but you will not call me or refer to me as a kid.” The whole room was quite; the
White people got whiter and everyone stopped. In my mind I was like, “Oh my god.”
But apparently nobody had ever checked him. So this was the way that he was used to
talking to people, and so I thought, we are not going to do this. We are not going to do
this, so let me be the first to let you know right now. So he looked at me and ,to my
surprise, he said, “Well, if you want to be sensitive about it.” So I just came right
back and said, “I am not being sensitive, I am being respectful, and I expect the same
from you. Do not refer to me as a kid.” He looked at me again, mind you, again you
could hear a pin drop in the room. He was silent, and he looked at me and said, “Well,
whatever.” But he got my point, and he stopped with the kid business.
Far too often, African American women find themselves fighting to be taken seriously
or seen as a viable asset in the field. Faith’s story is just one example of how many African
American women leaders have had to deal with injustice in raced and gendered systems that
are commonly found in our society, but covertly found in higher education administration.
Thus, although these women have obtained the required credentials and gained broad and rich
experiences, they have been treated as a less-than-competent subordinate than their colleagues
and peers. Faith’s story, like those of many of the participants, shows the negative perception
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which have to be continuously challenged and can be taxing on one’s confidence in one’s
competency and/or self-worth. For that reason, it becomes vital for African American women
to gain self confidence in themselves, while undoubtedly understanding what skills they bring
to the table.
Many of the women attributed their journey to becoming a successful SSAO to having
trusting and supportive supervisors along the way. It is imperative for them not to be afraid of
letting people know what their aspirations are. Michelle shared, “[My supervisor] has really
poured into me, so now that is what I see myself doing, which is helping people take those
rough edges off and shaping them into that beautiful person that everyone can see like I do.”
Sam also shared, when asked about challenges,
“We [African American women] have always had to do more or it seemed like, well in
my experience, that the expectation was different. So because you know this, you
have to stay prayed up and have people in your corner encouraging you along the way.
Whether you get that support in your supervisor, school or somewhere else, it’s
needed.
It is evident through these women’s lived experiences that they continued to work ten times
harder and relied heavily on support systems to increase and maintain their confidence while
addressing issues of occurrences that are raced and gendered.
Like Michelle, Chancellor and Renee experienced verbal affirmations from their
supervisors about their efforts, which provided a deeper sense of confirmation of their
perception of their own skills and abilities. Many of the women reported that such support
and encouragement from their supervisor played a major role in their ability to feel valued
which, in turn, increased their confidence in their work ethic and competency.
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Additionally, just as a supervisor or mentor will affirm your skills and competency,
there are people who question and doubt that same competency. When asked the questions
about a time when their authority/leadership/skills were challenged, all of the participants
shared experiences that were rooted in questions about their competency as an SSAO or an
African American women of authority/power. Chancellor described her experience in coming
into a position previously held by a revered White fraternity man who had been the VP at the
college for 20 years. When she came, she was tasked with kicking a White fraternity group
off campus for extreme misbehavior. Chancellor shared that, “You would have thought that I
had burned down the entire school. I mean the way those White fraternities treated me, I
know they would have never treated him that way. I know that for a fact.”
Similar to Chancellor’s story, Michelle disclosed a time when she was instructed by
the president to dismiss an employee who had been having issues of time commitment and
productivity for years prior to her arrival. She shared how her leadership was then
questioned,
When [the employee] was terminated, that’s when the full-blown racism came out. It
was said by the facilities management that no respectable institution of higher
education should allow some Black woman to come in and fire a person like that.
Michelle and Chancellor’s shared experience of being challenged for being African American
women with the authority to make a decision is another example of the raced and gendered
experiences that participants have learned how to effectively respond to.
In all of the examples, the women acknowledged the difficulty in identifying the
purpose or intent for such ill will, but shared some of the struggles and strategies that they
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used to rebuild and/or maintain their confidence in their competency and work ethic.
Chancellor revealed:
It was one of the most challenging supervisee relationship roles I have had. In the
beginnin,g I took everything internal, I made it all about me. Like, “Oh my god, I
must not be performing. I must not get it.” That was the first job I had were [my
supervisor] did not see my talent, he didn’t see my gift, and he just could not see the
qualities that other people had told me I had. And it really started to affect me, I
started to think well maybe I am not as good as I think I am.
During this questioning time for Chancellor, she reached out to her support. Chancellor
shared that she called on “some of my sister girls and we had some come-to-Jesus moments to
help me comprehend that it was not about me.” Shortly after Chancellor’s “come to Jesus”
moment with her sister girls, she decided to remove herself from what she described as a toxic
work environment. Michelle shared a similar experience, where she ultimately left her
position “because of [the] climate. I felt like they did not respected me as a woman. They
really did not respect me as a Black woman, and [they] did not respected the work that I had
did in that community.” While both women found ways to process their specific experience,
many of the other participants shared similar stories and talked more about how their mentors
were influential in validating and sometimes restoring their confidence in their work and
ability.
Spirituality, which is further discussed later, was a resource that many of the women
found useful in building their confidence in their competency and work ethic. Faith shared:
“It is a blessing to be able to know what your purpose is, so that is where my confidence lies.
I also have a great group of people who have supported me along the way.” The women all
shared how their journey to becoming an SSAO was ultimately a success because of the
supporters and cynics that challenged them to develop an unmovable level of confidence in
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their expertise and work principles. Their gained and varied experiences in higher education
further allowed them to learn and develop necessary leadership skills. The mentorship and
sponsorship afforded them success tools, opportunities, and provision with which to
effectively handle raced and gendered experiences while advancing a division built on equity
and co-curricular learning.

Being an SSAO

Although the pathway to being an SSAO varied for the women, the rank of SSAO
seems to hold many of the same unspoken expectations for African American women. All of
the women reported that being an SSAO is a very rewarding experience; however,
maintaining success as an SSAO has come with some unwritten expectations pertaining to
their personal lives. These unwritten expectations were often raced and gendered. The next
portion of this chapter examines three assertions depicted by the participants’ interviews that
mediated their experiences as SSAOs: having strong leadership skills without the angry
Black woman stereotype, professional value and inclusion, and hyperawareness of their
identity.

Strong Leadership Skills without Being an Angry Black Woman

Racism and gender differences were noted as being a part of the academia culture.
The more subtle the experience of racism and sexism that was experienced, the more thorough
the perception was of others. Many of the women discussed how they had to learn how to
contend with the opinions of others, specifically their colleagues, who had formed views
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about them based on their identity. Faith reflected on her experience of dealing with the
double standards between her leadership style versus being perceived as too aggressive,
angry, or harsh. She shared:
Being Black and being perceived, or better yet, being mindful of how I may be
perceived by my colleagues is so important. For them, they can be decisive and that is
admirable. For a woman who is decisive, oh she’s so striking, so that says that you are
a Black b or whatever. I have to manage doing or being a leader, doing the right thing,
and knowing that my White male colleagues could make the same decisions with zero
consultation, zero analytics, and be like, “This is the way it is because I said this is the
way it is,” and they will not be questioned. But for me, when I make that decision,
because I know those perceptions, I have to go forward and make sure people know
the decision and this was the analytics that was used to make the decision and this was
the benchmarking we used. I consulted with this person and that person and here is
why I am coming to this decision. If I were a White man walking in my White
privilege, I would never have to explain and give all of that backup and context for the
decision. I would just make the decision and so it is.
Similar to Faith’s story, all of the women revealed that they had to be cognizant of their
response and how it could be negatively viewed by others. The women were responding to
the stereotype that Black women were too strong, too aggressive, or too loud for their race
and/or gender. These negative descriptions where mutual echoes of how others perceived
them without knowing or understanding their leadership style.
Although the women shared the feeling of this double standard of being a strong
leader and being an angry Black woman, many times when an African American stands his or
her ground and is firm, he/she is perceived as angry or difficult to work with. Faith indicated:
Because I am decisive, have a vision, and lead that way, I have learned that as a
leader that I can’t be afraid to act or not act. However, because I lead in this way,
[my] strong leadership style has been a problem for some people.
She explained that people have labeled her as a bully. She shared that, when her supervisor
asked one of her colleagues, “Well, what is bullying about [Faith].” Faith’s reflected: “Oh,
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ok, is bullying when a Black woman says, this is what we are going to do? While did you
ever question it when there was a White male in the chair?” This is an illustration of Collin’s
(2000) second core theme: mammies, matriarchs, and other controlling images. Such
depictions resemble the negative images found in the participants’ experiences in defining
themselves as strong leaders. The negative portrayals further attempt to depict Black women
as being less feminine and deficient in the suggested role and image of the traditional woman.
Jackson shared, “Black women often get this label based on how we interact with
folks, in particular if we take on what are seen as more masculine traits in our leadership.”
When asked more about Jackson’s leadership skills and image, she disclosed that, “I know
that I am really bold about it. I have learned how to massage the key players so that I get the
change that I want.” Jackson also shared that she knows that “they already are afraid of us
and not sure because we are outsiders. So I know I’ve got to be strategic and work the
relationships so that I am not seen as the angry Black B.”
Jackson further reflected on one of her experiences where she dismissed and replaced
a large number of personnel who reported directly to her within a three-year timeframe.
Jackson expressed, “What a lot of people didn’t know was that that was my charge. The
president – he hired me – told me to do it. So I was the B on campus, not literally. But that
was their opinion of me without knowing.” Many of the women, like Jackson, constantly deal
with such stereotypes because they are African American women regardless of the aggressive,
hostile, angry characteristics which are matched with their personalities.
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Renee and Sam spoke about their leadership styles and their heightened awareness of
the need to modify how they interacted within academia because of the stereotypes connected
specifically to their gender. Renee, in particular, noted:
I think there is the tendency to look at the package and doubt what’s inside, which is a
competent leader. There is this notion that as women and as African American
women we are emotional creatures, so we can’t possibly make decisions. We are too
emotional to be pragmatic, to be leaders. We’re easily intimidated.
In addition to having to deal with perceptions of being African American, African American
women find themselves addressing stereotypes connected to being a woman as well. Renee’s
experience is another example of the shared gendered experiences that the participants in this
study have had.
Faith and Jackson shared that oftentimes many African American women SSAOs are
suggested to have leadership skills that are commonly associated with White males. Faith
explained, “Those common traits praised for White males are converted into stereotypical
negative images for African American women.” While the words discrimination and/or
micro-aggression were not commonly used by the participants when describing their raced
and gendered experiences as a strong leader, it was evident that they had experienced some
levels of micro-aggressive behaviors during their journey. When asked about challenges to
authority, Chancellor reflected:
You never know when you are facing a challenge if it’s because you’re a woman, if
it's because you are African American, if it's because there is an interaction, or if it’s
just because. However, I’m think that the quality of my work has helped buffer me
through the bumpy roads anyone is going to experience as they move up the ladder. I
say that to say I can point to a couple of places where I think either my gender or my
race did impact the experience differently than someone who hadn’t been in that
demographic group.
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Like Chancellor, many women of color find it difficult to determine the root of
discrimination or micro-aggression in such experiences due to intersection of their race and
gender, coupled with the environment they worked in. For those, like Michelle and Jackson
who currently work in an HBCU environment where raced and/or gendered experiences look
different, the shared lived experiences related to their strong leadership skills were still raced
and gendered. Although many assume HBCUs only have minority leaders, some have White
males in leadership positions and the potential for raced experience to occur still exist.
Likewise, some HBCUs have males in leadership positions, which again can position women
to have gendered experiences.

Professional Value and Inclusion
Participants described the president’s cabinets as being a standing meeting in which
senior university officials who report directly to the university president meet. Meeting topics
can range depending on the school’s mission, values, current events, community/national
politics, and the school’s position. Many of the participants described oppressive behaviors
through the need to prove oneself due to discredit of competency, or tailoring responses/
action based on their colleague’s perceptions. Their level of inclusion and value were based
on the notion of tokenism and their position within the president’s cabinet.

Tokenism
Collin’s (2000) oppression core theme speaks to the modern-day mammies who are
typically brought into a controlled setting with the unspoken/spoken expectation of fixing a
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broken system connected to a crisis such as campus diversity issues, demoralized staff,
underfunding or declining enrollment, and graduation. These same expectations are true for
Kanter’s (1977) classification of tokenism. The women all spoke about the responsibilities
they had as a woman of color on the president’s cabinet to equally represent their race and
gender. Jadore shared:
I was the first African American woman, cabinet member, and vice president in the
institution’s history since 1861. So that told me a lot about the president and the
institution that she was ready for change and they were ready for this African
American girl from Mississippi to come in and do something different.
In addition to tokenism, the participants identified discredit and/or challenges of their skills/
authority/leadership compared to cabinet colleagues from a different race or gender.
Renee described how even as an SSAO she still was met with competency disbelief
because of the perceived view on her professional value. She expressed that, “even today
when I walk in a room or when I’m in a new in position, there is a look of disbelief.” She
continued:
The look on the faces of individuals when they either read my nametag – if I have on a
nametag – or am introduced as Dr. [Last Name] senior vice president for student
affairs. It’s still there. There’s an underlying disbelief, if you will.
Many of the participants also talked about their experience of being the first or only
woman and/or person of color in a perceived position of power. Jadore went on to share that
being the only or one of a few African American women in a senior leadership position
sometimes resulted in her experience of tokenism. She shared that, “Sometimes it can be a
little chilly. Well, not very embracive and it’s very subtle. But you know it when you feel it.
It’s when the hairs on your neck stand up, you know what that’s about.” Being cognizant of
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the oppressive behaviors connected to their race and/or gender allowed these women to
address and navigate issues of tokenism.
Chancellor described her experience with tokenism at a president’s cabinet meeting
when the cabinet was addressing a campus race-related issue:
Well, when you are the only African American in the room, you are suggested to be
the only person that can talk about racial or Black stuff. Everyone turns to you to see
what are you going to say and how are you going to respond. Then you have to decide
am I going to be drawn into this stereotype, where I am the only one that has to
respond, or I am I going to sit in the awkwardness and wait on someone else on the
team to say something.
Chancellor went on to talk about the difference of being the only racial minority and her
current experience as being one of two African Americans on the president’s cabinet: “The
eliminated pressure or responsibility of being the only perceived person to address all things
diversity is not so heavy.”
Faith’s depiction of tokenism within the president’s cabinet came from the experiences
of when her competency and/or skills were challenged, unlike her White colleagues. She
shared:
I was hired by the chancellor to specifically come in address the misuse of fees. Upon
addressing the fine issue, I reported back to the chancellor that fees were indeed being
misused and by whom. Well, the chancellor told me to address and correct the issue,
and I did. Many faculty became upset with the action that was taken and, because I
had the expendable position, I absorbed sole responsibility for managing the aftermath
of the faculty’s disappointment.
Both Chancellor’s and Faith’s experience parallel the findings from Patitu and Hinton’s
(2003) study on African American woman administrators dealing with issues such as sexism,
racism, and the effects that such oppressive behaviors had on feelings of marginalization and
not being a part of the leadership team within the president’s cabinet. Within the president’s
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cabinet experience, the participants’ awareness of one’s position of a team member versus a
club member was another example of the oppressive behaviors African American women
who are SSAOs experience.

Team vs. Club
All of the participant discussed their experience of being a part of the college’s senior
administration. The differences in the experience were based simply on their position if they
were on the team compared to the experience of being a part of the senior administration that
was classified as a club. Specifically, the term “team” was defined as being hired into the
senior level management team. The SSAO position is aligned with this specific leadership
team. Therefore, because you were hired for that team, you are inevitably a part of the team
and sit on the president’s cabinet. Faith explained:
So they will hire us or put us on the team because it looks good on the website, but
actually arriving and being in the club, that is a different story, and that takes work and
it is harder for us to be perceived as real members of the club.
Hence, being on the team does not always position someone in the SSAO role to have an
active voice in the decision making process within the senior leadership team. Faith further
described:
So basically you have been invited in, you have been hired you are the new VP.
Okay, great. So as a new member of the team you come in and you are doing your job
and you are building your own division. But in every organization, there is the core
team or club. This is the club that really makes the decisions and being able to
infiltrate into that club, now that is work, because you know how there is a meeting, to
say we had the meeting. Well, there is an after meeting where the decisions really get
made or the meeting that happened before the meeting and then we go in and everyone
grins and pretends like, oh, this is new, but the people who needed to know knew
before the meeting, so everyone is just supposed to rubber stamp it.
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Jackson shared one of her president’s cabinet experiences where she was a part of the
club. She and other members of the president’s cabinet would meet before a meeting to talk
through how they were going to block a vote and support other matters that were going to be
discussed at the next president’s cabinet as being similar to playing a card game. She
disclosed, “I was extremely strategic in how I played that game. I knew I had to because I
was being overshadowed. They would dismiss me for being a woman, and they would
dismiss me based on my age.” She further discussed how she learned to play the game of
being in the club and the importance of building relationships with others who would serve as
allies. She and Faith understood how a change in the president’s cabinet could easily change
the club membership. Understanding that there is a difference between being on the team and
a part of the club was an important component to successfully navigating systematic
oppressive behaviors experienced during their time as an SSAO.
From addressing issues of perception of a strong leader versus the stereotype of an
angry Black women to understanding the level of inclusion, all showed an unspoken level of
power that is put in place by privileged groups to continue to control and demoralize others.
Collins (2000) explained these controlling images and modern-day mammie behaviors as
being designed to make racism and sexism viewed as normal and, therefore, an inevitable part
of everyday life. Even when an African American woman becomes an SSAO and learns to
play the game of being a part of the club, there are still controlled images and oppressive
behaviors that persist in suppressing Black women. This suppression further shows how their
lived experiences are shared by raced and gendered occurrences. The next section of this
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chapter revisits the idea of controlled image, concentrating on Collins (2000) core theme of
self-definition.

Self-Definition

Collins (2000) described self-definition as the ability of Black women to develop an
understanding and independent representation of self that is more likely than not a
contradiction of the perception of Black women portrayed in society. The participants talked
about becoming more in tune with themselves during their journey to becoming an SSAO.
However, it was clear that once they became an SSAO, it was vital for them to have a clear
understanding of self because as a senior administrator, in particular as an African American
woman, you are generally judged initially on face value. Faith explained:
I have the awareness of who I am and that some people may view that differently at
face value. It’s the way that the world is right now. But I know that and knowing who
I am for me, there is strength in being a Black woman and knowing who are you and
being centered and having peace about where you are and whose you are. That gives
me a sense of inner strength because I say regardless of how hard my day is or what
people come at me with, I am a strong woman.
All seven women stressed the importance of maintaining a high level of professionalism as
they advanced in leadership. They also emphasized that self-confidence and determination
were key to their success for both attaining and maintaining an SSAO or any other leadership
position.
Confidence in one’s self allowed the participants to define their self-worth and
abilities as a leader and their determination would not let them give up in the face of
opposition. The participants’ collective general consensus was that their experience of
oppositions were not of their doing; nevertheless, they have confidence in knowing they
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possessed both the credentials and robust work experience that qualified them to hold an
SSAO position. Jackson explained, “As a Black woman, I am cognizant of that. It can be
hard to be a woman of color in this field.” The notion is that Jackson’s race, like all of the
other participants, was worn on their face the same way many suggest that a person can wear
their emotions on their sleeve. Jackson was “forced to understand that, even as a young girl,
the impactions my race and gender had on my awareness and understanding of the world
around me.” As a young girl, all the way into her adult years, Jackson recalls sometimes
being the only Black. She indicated,
Race has always been a factor and an issue for me, and there’s no room I enter that it
doesn’t exist. Even working in an HBCU, because everybody who’s here isn’t Black,
and those who are, our Black experiences are different. My degree of Blackness is
tested. As a matter of fact, I would say it’s tested more [at an HBCU], because when
I’m around White people, it’s just the issue that I’m Black. [Here] it’s my degree of
Blackness is the issue.
Michelle also expressed her coming to understand who she was and the impact it has
on her future. She recognized:
If I succeed, other women that look like me, that are coming behind me, can succeed
just as well. However, if I fail or screw up, there are some opportunities that are going
to close for everyone behind me, even the brothers that come through the door. So it’s
so true that when we Black women enter, it is not just about us, it’s about our sisters
that are also coming through, it’s about our children and our community because they
are all impacted by what we do and don’t do in some way, shape, or form.
The women’s shared reflections of learning and identifying their developmental process for
understanding themselves provided another example of how their diverse journeys were
comparably raced and gendered.
The participants also shared how they were observed by others and the hard work they
put into countering images and perceptions based on their outward appearance. All of the
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participants spoke on some level about their appearance and the effect it has had on their
experience. It was also noted that this hyperawareness of the appearance was something their
White colleagues would not experience. With an understanding of the need for a strong sense
of self, many of the participant’s acknowledged three aspects, appearance, spirituality, and
family, as being deep-seated parts of their identity which has also influenced their
expectations in the workplace.

Hyper Awareness of Appearance

All of the participants talked about their appearance and the amplified pressure to be
more observant of their appearance. Participants indicated that early on in their careers, they
felt pressure to present themselves in ways that would deter possible preconceptions related to
their race and gender. However, as they advanced into senior administration positions, they
became more grounded in their true identity. The participants disclosed that they had learned
how to contend with the controlled images and perceptions of others, as well as understanding
that such images and perceptions did not define them. While overall appearance was
discussed, the Black woman’s hair was a repeated topic of discussion among the women in
relation to their identity.
Renee shared her experience with a White colleague who ran into her at a campus
event where Renee wore her hair in its natural state. Renee expressed that her White
colleague stumbled and told her that she [Renee] startled her because of her hair. Renee
revealed, “that’s still sort of underlying racism. Who questions your hair? And so I think
that’s something we contend with, and that’s probably the most overt experience that I have
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had recently.” Renee’s experience is just one of many that demonstrate how the hair style of
an African American woman that is styled in a way that is more accepting by her White
colleague allowed her not to be overtly seen as intimidating or someone to be startled by. The
stigma of Black natural hair not being seen as professional by many fields, not just higher
education, leads back to the controlled images that suggest that such hair styles equate to lack
of competency and professionalism or defiance to the suggested norm. The fact that within
the hyperawareness of one’s appearance the participants experience with their colleague about
their hair is no surprise. The identity of a Black woman and her hair have been found to be
intertwined for some time (Prince, 2009).
Faith conferred her experience:
Yes, when and where I enter the whole race enters with me. That is my truth and in
some ways, that is my flight. Because I can do a lot of things: I can code switch, I can
change my hair, I can gain or lose some weight, but at my core, I am still a Black
woman. And that goes with me ever where I go, and because I know who I am, it
goes with me.
Faith and Renee’s discussion on managing the continuous awareness of the perceptions of
their appearance is again connected to their race and gender.
Michelle, on the other hand, talked about her experience at an HBCU, where she was
able to develop other aspects of hers identity that were not connected to her race because of
the environment she was in. Michelle shared that “in an HBCU environment, the impressions
and perceptions of others were not generally based on your outward appearance.” However,
in comparison to PWIs that Michelle has worked at, she talked about how such unremitting
perceptions can take a toll on someone who does not have a firm level of self-identity.
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Chancellor also shared her experience with a supervisee who dealt with racism,
sexism, and other isms of the institution. Chancellor acknowledged her employee’s
experience of isms, but challenged her to cultivate her own definition of self. By having this
self-definition, Chancellor shared that she told her supervisee:
Yes, I see [racism and sexism], and yes, I know [it exists], but I’m not going to allow
it to define me. Yes, I want people to be better and yes, I want people to make this a
better working environment for everyone, but I’m not going to let this keep on getting
to me. Unfortunately, after some months, it finally just wore her down.
Chancellor’s reflection with a past supervisee has been the struggle for many Black women
who find themselves in a constant state of combat for equality. Two of the participants shared
similar experiences where they ultimately parted ways with an institution due to the
experience of micro-aggression or comments that subtly and blatantly reflected
discrimination. Renee recalled,
It’s this disbelief of either the fact that you, as an African American woman, are
knowledgeable, the fact that you have the ability to do the job that you’re in, or that
you don’t look like what people think someone in this position should look like.
Regardless of their physical appearance, they all articulated the importance of advocating for
student success, despite the fact that the intersection of their identity could be a barrier for
some. Sam confirmed: “I am an African American woman who brings all of me to work. I
know who I am and my purpose. Those two facts are what guide me.” Sam, along with many
of the other participants, talked about how their spirituality was a strong historical piece to
their identity. Additionally, their spirituality has aided in their ability to navigate issues of
racism and sexism.
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Spirituality

All of the participants spoke about their spirituality and how it has been a guiding
force for their overall success. The women in this study referred to factors of spirituality that
included one’s belief, faith, religion, and/or notion of a higher power. A common theme
found within discussions about spirituality was the influence it has on the participants’
positive thoughts and outlook. Michelle declared:
In keeping up with NASPA or ACPA, they have developed and really started to
advance this spirituality knowledge community. So, I’m sitting here like, the stuff
they put out, is all things that the African American culture has always done or has
been a part of its common for women of color to have a spiritual side.
The participants described how their spirituality shaped their views and actions.
Additionally, spirituality was found to be an escape. The participants noted how their
spirituality served as an escape from a society where they are often times met with adversity,
discrimination, or oppressive behaviors such as micro-aggression. Chancellor noted:
When I talk to sisters in particular because we are all mostly spiritual people, whether
we formally go to church or not, we believe in the high power. We use that as our
sustenance, knowing that whatever today has brought, tomorrow is going to be better,
and I believe the higher power is going to help me see my way through.
Whether it is going to church or having experiences with sister circles, the participants
described a level of comfort and support found in such environments that provided them
strength to persist in their raced and gendered work environments.
Several of the women discussed how much of their patience came from their trust in a
higher power. Additionally, it is their belief in a higher power that allowed them to contend
with situations that were specific to them. Faith described:
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I have no doubt that I am where I am and doing what I am supposed to be doing. So
for me, I am walking in my purpose. So I know that this is what I am supposed to be
doing. Now there are days that I look and say, Lord, I know you said this is the work
I’m supposed to be doing, but maybe this is not the place I am supposed to be doing it
at. So I don’t question what I’m doing and my purpose; that much I know, and it’s
what sustains me.
It is their connection to a higher power that has given these women serenity and comfort when
they need to decide on the best response to negative people and environments. Sam
explained:
I am a praying person. I already know that someone is going to say hurtful things or
be critical. So you need to have some quiet time to reflect on what’s happening. Sit
back and think through it, think through those what-ifs and how you’re going to
reaction to those negative things.
For many of the women, their spirituality provided them with an alternative response
or reaction to a situation that hypothetically shifted the outcome. The participants all found
ways within their spiritual connection to focus on positive thoughts and what they knew to be
true about themselves. Despite their collective experience of racism and sexism as SSAOs,
they all continued to stay grounded, not taking their experience or position of leadership for
granted. The participants’ sustained connection to their spirituality has played a significant
role in their career advancement. None of the participants allowed their circumstances to
impede their determination to become a successful SSAO. Their stories have been told, they
have reflected and learned from their experiences, and they have continued to move forward
as dynamic leaders within the student affairs profession. The spiritual identity of these
women has allowed them to do what was needed to be done. It allowed them to operate out
of a spirit of excellence which they all valued and believed in. The raced and gendered
experiences of these SSAOs have been explained through understanding the perception of
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being an angry Black women and not a strong leader, the perception of inclusion, and an inner
peace of knowing who they are and whose they are. The last section of this chapter examines
how the participants’ success as SSAOs has impacted their personal life.

Family

Being noted as the first or only for these women has come with challenges and the
need to more commonly address issues of racism and sexism single handedly. In their quest
to be a successful SSAO and fulfill their career aspirations, the participants have added to the
history of change for the field of student affairs. Their responsibility as an SSAO is one of
great expectations and great demands which have transformed each participant’s private life
in different ways. Furthermore, breaking such barriers was noted as being something all of
the women were very proud of. Renee shared:
So I think there are barriers that others create for us, there are barriers that we, as
Black women, create for other African American women, and then there are barriers
that we create for ourselves because either we think we can’t do it and we don’t have
the confidence, or we don’t want to do the work. I think there’s some truth in the fact
that we have to work twice as hard to be accepted or what have you. If you know it,
then do what you need to do to achieve it. I think I can fight it or confront it better
from the inside than I can from the outside. So I want to be at the table, I’ve earned
the right to be at the table. That’s not being arrogant or cocky. But it’s doing the
work, gaining the experience, getting the background and the education so that I can
sit at the table and have the influence that will hopefully help other African American
women have an opportunity. Once you are at the table, the opportunity to transform
lives is the most rewarding.
Likewise, in discussing with the women how they defined themselves as successful SSAOs,
all of the women talked about the impact their family has had on their journey, as well as the
their ability to maintain success as SSAOs.
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Collins’ (2000) fifth and sixth core themes speak to the Black women’s love
relationship and the Black woman and motherhood, both demonstrated aspects of love for
self, family, and community. It is clear that this defined level of love increased the
participant’s love for self, respect for others, and determination to success while serving as a
mechanism to resist multiple oppressive experiences. Furthermore, such demonstration of
love has been shown by the participants as well as given to the women by their family.
Chancellor stated, “I have great parents, and they are a great source of support. My parents
and my sister have helped me become the women I am today.” Chancellor suggested to other
women who want to become an SSAO, “Do not forget to have children like I did and do not
forget to create a personal life for yourself that includes a support system like your family
because work will always be there.” Similar to Chancellor’s nuclear family support, Faith
described her relationship with her grandmother and the strength she found in celebrating her
life:
It gives me a sense of inner strength because I say regardless of how hard my day is or
what people come at me with, I am a strong woman. And I am a strong woman
because of who I am and where I come from. My grandmother will be 105 and so
when I look on her life and her struggle and having birthed 21 kids, there is nothing
harder than what she has had to endure. Her story and her life are empowering to me.
The challenge of the world may see me in a certain way, but whatever little mess
someone has for me or tries to create for me, [my grandmother] reminds me that I
have the inner strength and resolve to deal with it.
Even though the shared lived experiences of these women are raced and gendered, the impact
their family has had on their lives has aided in the persistence and determination to success.
While it is frequent for Black women in leadership positions to be single due in part to
devoting all of their time to their career, three of the seven participants were married.
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Chancellor, one of the participants who was recently married but did not have any children,
reflected:
I think that’s where some young women who look at those of us who have made it and
think were the sacrifices they had to go through worth it to get there, some will decide
forget it. She’s 58, she ain't got no kids, and she just got married. I don’t want that to
be me so, I will just stay in mid-management, and that’s why I can have a life and
raise my children and I’m not going to be dealing with all that stuff.
Sam and Renee are the other married participants who have been married for more
than ten years with children while being able to successfully navigate their careers as an
SSAO. Sam shared:
I am married to a man who is also in higher education, and so my career is connected
to his. If he wanted to explore another position, another job, we have never hesitated
in moving. And I have been married to him for 41 years. So sometimes I’ve had to
step back in my position or in my professional growth in order to be employed; but all
in all, my marriage and family were worth it.
Jackson and Michelle have been married, but have subsequently divorced since
becoming SSAOs. Michelle, a single parent, illustrated how her experience as a single parent
has impacted her experience: “Being a single Black parent, I think that folks don’t recognize
the challenges that come with that.” Michelle, like any other active parent, enjoys the
opportunity to support her daughter in her afternoon activities. She also shared that those
opportunities to support her daughter were vital to her as a mother. Although she faced some
ridicule from colleagues about perceived adequate time at work, she intentionally made it to
work earlier than most so that she could spend her break picking up her daughter.
Motherhood has served as an expression of power in understanding Michelle’s identity.
Likewise, Renee and Sam expressed that motherhood allowed them to develop their own
sense of self-empowerment, self-reliance, and independence, which ultimately made them
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more effective leaders. The participants with children regularly poured their energy into
being a mother, which is seen more commonly as a respected and important part of Black
civil society (Collins, 2000).
The shared raced and gendered experience of being an SSAO was demonstrated
through the participants’ stories connected to their ability to identify strong leadership skills
while addressing stereotypical assumptions that those leaderships skill were those of an angry
Black woman. The women all shared how they were able to learn to navigate levels of
inclusion and value through their roles on the president’s leadership team and/or club. Last,
the women shared their understandings of self to be attributed to components such as
appearance, spirituality, and family.

Chapter Summary
This chapter connected the participants’ backgrounds from the previous chapter to
their narrated experiences of their career journey through their current positions. BFT served
as the theoretical lens for this study; therefore, the findings were organized and analyzed with
an understanding that the participants’ shared raced and gendered occurrences were essential
to understanding their viewpoints. The concepts that emerged from this qualitative study
revealed two aspects relevant to the African American women becoming and being an SSAO
within higher education. The concepts that were discovered by the data were illustrated based
on the statements from each participant’s interview in an effort to give an accurate depiction
of their experience. The findings of this chapter have driven the conclusions and implications
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that are discussed in the final chapter. Additionally, Chapter 6 will provide recommendations
for future research.

CHAPTER 6
SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

During the course of this research, it was important to understand that the women in
this study, regardless of their institution, all shared comparable lived experiences that were
both race- and gender-driven. The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of
African American women SSAOs to understand the strategies they utilized to advance their
careers. Three research questions in this study explored the participants’ experiences
becoming an SSAO and being an SSAO. Accordingly, after understanding their shared
intersectionality, their stories were analyzed within the BFT framework, specifically looking
at four of its seven core themes. This chapter provides a brief overview of the research
findings, a discussion of implications, and recommendations.

Discussion

The women in this study represented African American women who are self-defined,
self-confident individuals who have tackled race and gender experiences in today’s society.
The interpretation of the findings were based on the interviews and supporting documentation
that spoke to their experiences of being an SSAO. As shared in Chapter 3, BFT has seven
core themes that were used to better understanding the participants’ lived experiences.
Throughout this study, it was demonstrated that African American women SSAOs were often
provoked with compounded results of both racism and sexism. The BFT themes are not
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intended to position the women into restricted categories, but positioned me to effectively
illustrate what was learned by interpreting the trends and patterns of the participants’ lived
experiences. The core themes that spoke to the women’s experiences were: oppression,
controlling images, self-definition, and activism. Self-definition was illustrated in developing
their self-identity through family, community, and spirituality. Last, activism was portrayed
through mentorship and sponsorship. After analyzing the participants’ stories, the following
conclusions clearly answered each research question. The next section breaks down the
research’s interpretation of the findings, the findings connection to the BFT’s core themes,
and account for what was learned from the answered the research questions.

The Unspoken Spokesperson

Many of the participants described in their journey the notion of being regularly called
on as the spokesperson for their race and gender. Sam specifically shared, “You become the
spokesperson for everything diversity.” Unfortunately, according to the participants, this
spokesperson role and/or responsibility is rarely verbally made known to the spokesperson
which leads to them becoming the unspoken spokesperson. The unspoken spokesperson is
typically not by choice but determined by another’s preconceived understanding of you and/or
your position (Smith, 2015). The findings from this study burther brought to light the career
trajectories of African Americans women SSAOs. One of the most common positions within
their career trajectory was in a multicultural affairs position. For example, Chancellor,
Michelle, and Jackson all held positions as directors of multicultural affairs prior to becoming
SSAOs. In such a position, many of the participants learned valuable leadership skills
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necessary to advance. However, in such intercultural roles, many of the women found
themselves at times as being the only spokesperson for diversity issues on campus. For
instance, Michelle revealed how her experience as a director of multicultural affairs amplified
her perception of equality amongst students in higher education. This in turned positioned
Michelle to develop leadership skills that addressed equality and diversity issues on campus.
Like Michelle, all of the participants shared similar career paths where they were positioned
as the unspoken spokesperson for their race and/or gender. Despite this unspoken
spokesperson reality, the women in this study focused on their ability to obtain an increased
understanding of the field of student affairs and how they could affect positive change for
student success on their journey to being SSAOs. In contrast to being the unspoken
spokesperson for all things diversity, the women shared the importance of separating strong
leaders from the “angry Black woman” stereotype, as well as the need to have a strong
,unvarying self-definition that allows one to mediate issues of racism and sexism.
Throughout the study, the participants illustrated how concepts connected to their selfdefinition/self-identity were also strategies they believed aided in their success and sustained
them during their SSAO career journeys. The women described surrounding themselves with
people who valued, encouraged, supported, and challenged them. For instances, Renee and
Sam shared how the continued backing from their spouses and family encouraged them to
persist, while Jackson and Chancellor spoke about their support systems being their valued
allies. Such a community of support consisted of family/friend support, sister circles, mentors,
and sponsors. Nikki Giovanni (1970) explained that African American women develop their
identity from themselves (African American women), and, although it may be intuitive, it is a
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practice that we, as African American women, can’t afford to lose (Collins, 2000). Meaning
that, “When I see you, I see me” is declared by those who identify with this group of women
and acknowledge that they learn and develop an understanding of self (African American
women) through the expressions and experiences of others who are African American
women. Thus, the creation of self-determining self-definitions are vital to understanding the
persistence of African American women SSAOs.
According to Tesser and Campbell (1983), the definition of self is defined as a person
who distinguishes oneself from others. However, in looking deeper at the career trajectory of
the participants, an understanding of self could have become convoluted by others’
interpretation and unspoken expectations. Collins (2000) noted that self is not described as the
increased independence acquired by dividing oneself from others. Rather, self is established
and managed in the context of family and community. It was evident based on each
participant’s story that their definition of self was connected to support centers such as family,
friends, mentors, and sponsors. For instance, Faith and Renee shared stories of times they
called on their sister girls, mentors, and family to serve as their identity sounding board. This
solidified identity granted them the safe space to own their identity as well as manage the
unspoken but commonly expected career oppositions of being primarily responsible for
diversity-related work.
Participants shared expectations that they lead diversity initiatives on campus because
of their race. For example, Chancellor shared her rationale for not serving as a diversity
officer based on her experience and putting the ownership of diversity issues back on the
president’s leadership team. Hence, although the participants shared their willingness to
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address issues of diversity in student affairs; they were still mindful that their actions would
be generalized to represent their race and/or gender. As a result, the women in the study were
seen as the unspoken spokesperson regarding race and gender. Because of this, their
personhood was masked by their race and gender. Thus, the assumption that these women be
a representative and address “all things diversity” makes the person appears to be unnoticed
and marginalized.
Another concept that explained their career trajectory was their ability to keep to their
values and discernment to choose their battles. Chancellor expressed,
It’s one of those you chose your battles and you chose your level of weariness with
those battles. So some days you absolutely feel like this is the day where I need to
stand up and chose this battle whether I feel like it or not.
With validation from their support systems, all of the participants had developed an
unchanging confidence in themselves and the skills they brought to the table. Rodgers-Rose
(1980) backed up this interdependence of family and community support. The women shared
the transformative experiences with students, staff, and faculty where they have had the
opportunity to enrich their experience with continuous motivators and reminders of their
initial love for the field of student affairs. Thus, regardless of the unspoken expectation of
being the spokesperson for all things diversity, the women persisted. Accordingly, through
their persistence, when asked the question, “When you enter a room, does your race and
gender enter with you?” or the statement, “When I see you, I see me,” moves behind today’s
SSAOs. The shared journey these women have has transformed the outlook of the next
generation to answer yes to the question, “When I enter the room, does the whole race enters
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with me?” with a confident addition of, “For that reason, when they see me, they see
themselves.”
The participants also expressed their inner strength as being allied with their spiritual
connection with a higher power, specifically, how this connection provided a peace of mind
of knowing who they are and whose they are. In times when the participants unknowingly
had this spokesperson expectation, this inner peace provided an escape from thinking and
talking about work all the time. This form of resistance is similar to the findings in Pearlin
and Schooler’s (1982) study regarding the development of coping strategies to prevent harm
to self as a result of life’s strain. Likewise, the participants spoke to having an inner peace
when they navigated moments of vulnerability and dealt with the effects of living a double,
conscious life, or even experiences with others in which they did not understand the intent of
such negative actions of others, but they still had to decide how they were going to react. The
women similarly shared that it was through come-to-Jesus moments, prayer, mediation, and
talking with their supports systems that they were able to step back and make a diplomatic
choice in responding to unjust or simply walk away.
The women acknowledged and shared their experiences of feeling devalued but not
allowing their optimistic personalities to become lost in the negative encounters. Their ability
and aspiration to persistence seemed to be rooted in the foundation of their faith in a higher
power and support from their family, community, and mentor/sponsor. Accordingly, it
became apparent that whether or not an institution would invest in their skills, they continued
to demonstrate that they are invested in themselves and the future of other women who desire
to succeed as leaders. It was this inner strength, self-definition, and intentional support
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systems that allowed the participants to navigate and manage being the unspoken
spokesperson.

Hyperawareness of Navigating Racism and Sexism

Participants were hyperaware that they were navigating racist and sexist systems in
their pursuit of becoming an SSAO. Participants commonly discussed systemic oppressive
behaviors in their president’s cabinet experiences, specifically unspoken expectations related
to race, proving oneself, and being on the leadership team but not in the club of decision
making. For example, Chancellor shared the experience of her authority as an assistant vice
president of student affairs being challenged by a student group because of her race and
gender. Similar to Chancellors experience, many of the participants shared stories that aided
in their hyperawareness raced and gendered occurrences. It is this hyperawareness of raced
and gendered experiences in student affairs that is vital to understanding the persistence of
African American women as SSAOs. Additionality, such understanding allows for the field
to speak to raced, gendered, and other injustice systems of practice.
Nicholson and Pasque (2011) noted that many women of color experience hostile,
isolated, and unsupportive climates. Participants in this study indicated feelings of isolation.
For example, Jadore talked about being the one African American or, at times, the only
women on the president’s cabinet and feeling isolated at times. Some participants like Sam
shared experiences of feeling not supported at times. Specifically, Sam talked about her desire
to return to school to obtain her graduate degree and her supervise being unsupportive of her
but supportive and encouraging to her White colleague. The majority described their
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workplace as not necessarily being hostile, but also not necessarily being welcoming at times.
For example, Michelle and Chancellor shared work experiences where they were constantly
challenged about their efforts. Such unwelcoming and toxic environments lead to both
attaining new jobs. Often discrimination was not blatant but more subtle, making it harder to
recognize and report.
Call-Cummings and Martinez (2016) noted that unwelcoming behaviors that fall short
of unlawful discrimination or harassment are known as micro-aggression. Micro-aggressions
are subtle yet offensive remarks or actions directed at a person of a minority group that often
inadvertent or unconsciously reinforces a stereotype (Call-Cummings & Martinez, 2016).
Michelle and Chancellor, reflected on the difficultly in identifying where discrimination or
micro-aggression may have stemmed from. Michelle shared,
Maybe it is a question of race, because if you don’t socialize or engage with other
folks that look like me or people of color, then obviously you wouldn’t recognize that
you’re in some way engaging in micro-aggression when you always question my
authority and not my White colleagues.
The participants’ ability to manage such micro-aggressive behaviors while functioning
concurrently as a campus leader is a consuming activity. Constantly getting an unpleasant
image of self from the behaviors of others seems to be an omnipresent and unrelieved irritant.
The impact of micro-aggressions is not alone upsetting in its intensity, but in order to
maintain internal balance and to protect self from being overwhelmed by it, the participants
learned to initiate proactive responses automatically and unconsciously. This hyperawareness
to racism and sexism has fostered their persistence in being successful African American
women who are SSAOs.
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Collins (2000) noted that the system of power is a persistent aspect of intersecting
oppressions and African American women daily find themselves coming across this notion of
power. Nevertheless, when inconsistencies concerning a Black women’s self-definition and
routine handling are amplified, controlling images become ever more evident (Collins, 2000).
The participants of this study provided examples of comments made (angry Black woman),
actions taken (tokenism), and nonverbal implied perception (appearance) toward them from
colleagues and supervisors who spoke candidly to their experience of navigating oppressive
behaviors connected to controlled images.
The participants’ lived experiences indicated that controlled images are frequently
more subtle now and therefore more challenging to pinpoint and report. Such oppressive
behaviors have been embedded into common practices and justified to explain away
inappropriate encounters. Edwards (1997) stated that systemic racism is one of the most
masked methods of racial oppression faced by the African American community. These
rationalizations leave those who are experiencing oppressive behaviors such as controlled
images to question themselves, internalize the issue as their own, or just not say anything for
fear of being seen as being too sensitive. As shared in Henry’s (2010) study, many African
American women find themselves becoming greater advocates for themselves and others by
addressing adversity. Sadly, and all too often, the oppressed who speak out on controlled
images become the educator to their oppressor, which can lead to racial battle fatigue (Jones,
2014, Smith, 2015; Call-Cummings & Martinez, 2016).
These seven African America women have developed a hyperawareness of oppressive
behaviors and rejecting controlling images while addressing systematic racism and/or sexism
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at the highest leadership level in higher education. Moreover, these women, like the women
in Jones’s (2014) and Gregory’s (2001) research, did not allow oppressive behaviors and
negative opinions define them or their purpose. These women eagerly shared their stories of
resistance to ensure that they do not contribute to promoting another Black woman’s
oppression.
While the findings of oppressive behaviors and controlling images were identified in
this study, it is not new information for Black women professionals in student affairs or
higher education. Sanchez-Hucles and Davis (2010), Ladson-Billings (1994), and Lomotey
(1997) further align with the history of the participants’ experience of oppressive behaviors in
higher education. Therefore, based on the findings from this study and supporting literature,
racism and sexism continue to exist in the field. Although great strides have been taken, there
is still work to be done. African American women in the highest leadership position within
student affairs have faced and some continue to face oppressive experiences. Thus, any
attempts to bring about change to eliminating such behavior in academia need to be more
commonly shared and brought to the forefront. This means that as a field that focuses on
diversy and support, we must challenge the unjust to bring about tangible resolve for social
consciousness as well as continue to bring to the forefront the resiliency of African American
women as shared in Sober’s (2014) recommendations to the field. It is the shared stories of
these African American women leaders who provide a blueprint for the field to acknowledge
that racism and sexism still exist, as many already knew.
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Career Success Goals

Participants shared their pursuit of becoming an SSAO as one that has resulted in
overall career success despite the many adversities that they met throughout their journey.
Collins’s (2000) BFT shares the idea of using adversities such as racism and sexism to build
up strong leaders who is able to use such marginalization to empower and advance self and
their community’s future. Participants demonstrated strength and happiness in the midst of
adversities that provide a solid or firm portrayal of career success. The participants gained
knowledge in the value and importance of a mentor and sponsor. Both mentor and sponsor
relationships further positioned the women to increase their self-confidence in their skill sets
as well as promote their career advancement into advanced leadership positions.
Collins (2000) BFT’s Black woman activism core theme was described as African
American women challenging and/or resisting activities that negatively affect their life. Many
of the participants described their mentors and sponsors as being modern-day activism for
them. Participants like Jackson and Michelle shared similar stories about how other women
like their supportive mentors/supervisor, “had gone before [them] and imparted their
experiences onto [them] in efforts to inspire, [empower], and invest in the future of another
Black woman” (Michelle). The persistence toward the goal of being a successfully African
American women who is an SSAO, was shown by each participant’s rich portrayal of
endurance.
Additionally, all of the women spoke to how their mentor, sponsor, family, or
supervisor saw their potential and suggested they pursue the next level of responsibility. This
push was a common means that prompted them to pursue leadership positions. For example,
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Chancellor shared that her supervisor and mentor “pushed [her] out of the nest” and she began
to seek SSAO positions. Furthermore, such supportive actions serve as a roadmap on how the
participants of this study have been able to invest into the lives of other women. This
investment has come in the form of providing mentee and supervisee support and the knowhow needed to successfully navigate race and gender experiences, all while becoming
tomorrow’s leaders.
Similar to the findings in Johnson-Bailey and Alfred’s (2006) study, some of the
resilient actions the participants spoke about were their ability to code switch or use their
position of power and privilege in leadership. Such acts allowed the participants to
diplomatically influence and challenge oppressive behaviors that negatively affect others
and/or the transformation of inequitable institution policies and procedures. In an effort to
make things different for themselves and the next generation of student affairs professionals,
these women have: (a) publically challenged notable coaches, (b) confronted university
presidents on racial implications, (c) wrote and presented topics that tackled social injustice in
higher education, (d) compelled other women of color to connect/network, and (e) stood up to
the negative perception of a strong Black woman leader. It was through such resistant
behaviors that the women in this study were able to center their attention on their goals of
being successful SSAOs.
All seven participants shared their fight to enhance the experience for others while
educating the future on the success tools they will need to manage. However, their call to
action should not be an inner circle response as echoed in Yakaboski and Donahoo’s (2010)
study in which the authors suggested that African American women alone should not have to
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address all things diversity; everyone has an active role in changing systematic oppressive
structures, challenging the silent opinions that discriminate, and now, more commonly, microaggression. Faith noted that professional organizations like NASPA have broadened their
efforts outside of creating an African American women knowledge to continuing
conversations through the national conferences and other local events. The shared experiences
of these participants revealed their raced and gendered career journey in higher education
academic and student affairs have attempted to bring this inner discussion into the
mainstream. For example, Jackson shared how she regularly speaks at conferences about the
impact raced and gendered experiences have on student success. Jadore has recently taken on
the chief diversity officer responsibility at her institution, recognizing that not addressing such
experiences are harmful to the university/college community, future professionals, and the
field of higher education. The position these women have chosen to take on the call to action
on addressing raced and gendered experiences has enhances their career goals of being
successful not just for themselves but for the future generation. So everyone can say, “When I
see you, I see me.”
In an attempt to bring awareness of the raced and gendered lived experiences of
African American women SSAOs, this study answered the research questions through the
participants’ shared experiences into their journey to becoming a SSAO, being a SSAO, and
the impact that an SSAO position has on their personal lives. The participants’ experiences
were all attributed to their varied institutional experiences while climbing up to obtain senior
leadership positions. What has become more apparent after this study is that although issues
of racism and sexism still exist in higher education, specifically students affairs, there is a
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shared success story for other minorities who desire leadership position within student affairs.
The keys to their success has been a learning and understanding of self because your
positionality will always be challenged. This study, unlike any other current literature on the
experience of African American women SSAO’s, provides a new positionality on interpreting
raced and gendered experiences lived within the field of student affairs.
The use of Collins’s (2000) BFT core themes in student affairs enriches the
understanding the experiences of African American women leaders within higher education.
Specifically, the BFT core themes that spoke to the women’s experiences provided an
unapologetic and transparent depiction of their lived experiences. Through this study’s
leading theme of self-definition, one can better understand the positionality of an African
American women SSAO that we did not know. Self-definition was illustrated in the
participants development of their self-identity through family, community, and spirituality
(“When I see you, I see me”). The BFT core theme of controlled images such as angry black
woman, questioning of authority, and unspoken expectations demonstrated as well as
validated the importance of self-definition as an African American women in student affairs.
This study has showed how a marginalized group has been able to maximize their success in a
field dominated by White men, not because they have been given an opportunity, but because
it was an opportunity rightfully earned. The remainder of this chapter’s discussion focuses on
the implications of this study and recommendations for future research.
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Implications
BFT positioned the research summary to pull explicitly on the raced and gendered
lived happenings of African American women. Accordingly, it was vital that the participants’
experiences were heard in their own words in an effort to reinforce the conversation on race
and gender experiences in higher education. This theoretical implication allowed the
participants’ experiences to be explored by applying both historic and present-day perception.
The experiences are being voiced through the lens of an oppressed group. This study has
proved strategies from the findings for other African American women of color who desire to
become senior student affairs officers as well as how to progress in a raced and/or gendered
work environment.

Implications for Student Affairs

The findings in this study can impact our current understanding of the experiences of
student affairs professionals becoming and being SSAOs, which provides an understanding
into the people and practices of higher education. One of the main outcomes of this study was
that few of the lived experiences were overwhelmingly new for African American women in
leadership, which is reinforced through previous research (Britton, 2013; Davis, 2010;
Ladson-Billings, 1994; Sanchez-Hucles & Lomotey, 1997; Sober, 2014;) and revealed the
need to continue discourse and study on how African American women experience academia.
In sharing findings with other women of color, the participants’ stories echoed their own
experiences within higher education. The continued stories of systemic oppression show the
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importance of continuing the discussion and sharing of the raced and gendered lived
experiences of African American women.
These oppressive experiences are often internalized based on the recurring message
that talking about the superficially innocent commentaries, insults, and suggested tones can be
explained or ignored by anything other than discrimination or micro-aggression. However, it
is clear the participants in this study demonstrated that not talking about these gendered
and/or raced experiences has also neglected to yield change. The importance of this study
was to talk about the experiences that marginalized populations, specifically African
American women, endured each day in the field of higher education. Likewise, this study
makes a call to action to not be quiet. Too often African American women’s race and gender
experiences are discussed only between those with similar characteristics or as allies to
empathize, not to provoke change. Although several have written articles on the African
American women experience, such literature is frequently not used or cited in conventional
research. The inability to easily find such literature impacts the perception that discrimination
no longer occurs and is no longer a cause for concern, which is detrimental for our student
success, organizations, student affairs profession, and the higher education community at
large.
As noted in early chapters, participants shared that mentors, sponsors, supervisors,
family, and spirituality had a big impact on their resilience and career advancement. For that
reason, it is important that we continue to cheer on and inspire the current and future group of
women of color so that they can withstand in the student affairs and higher education work
setting that exists today. This will optimistically shift their shared raced and gendered
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experience into the mainstream with an intent not to commiserate, but to effect change. The
participants’ lived experiences are their truth and cannot be ignored by the dominant culture.
Their stories happened and the world can no longer turn a blind eye, because the implication
of these continued common occurrences, if not addressed, will further become the experiences
of other women of color along with other marginalized groups in academia.

Implications for Higher Education and African American Women

The last implication for this study is a call to the true promise of diversity within
higher education administration. Institutions of higher education need to offer leadership
training programs that reflect the needs of marginalized groups, specifically African
American women, at the same time as supporting them in their pursuit for leadership success.
Furthermore, putting such respectable leadership programs in place will not ease the
underrepresentation of African American women if they are given an opportunity to lead
within their institution. Equally important to leadership programs and opportunities is the
encouragement of a mentor. The findings of this study revealed that those women who have
mentors are sustained and better equipped for their leadership positon. Holding the essential
training and support, they are also able to progress at a faster degree with the least amount of
stumbling blocks to limit them. This will not only appeal to qualified African American
women in leadership positions, but also aid in their success and retention.
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Recommendations

Much has been learned from the experiences of the participants that could transfer into
practice. The following are recommendations.
1. Pipeline Development. In an effort to prepare the future generation of aspiring
African American women SSAOs, there is a need to increase the dialogue related to current
SSAOs’ experiences and the potential experiences of future generations. In addition to such
historical storytelling, purposeful conversations around strategies for speaking to or sort out
raced and/or gendered experiences are needed with this pipeline initiative. Some
organizations, such as NASPA’s Undergraduate Fellowship Program, ASCA’s Graduate
Fellow Program, or Association of Black Women in Higher Education, are great starting
places for such conversations.
Another area for such conversation to take place is within first-year master student
affairs/student personnel programs. This would also benefit colleges/universities’ efforts in
recruiting and retaining minority students, administrators, and faculty. This increase would
ultimately boost the overall image/commitment to diversity for the university. As more
African American women SSAOs share their stories, this pipeline development idea can serve
as one of the many places where the culture can began to shift more into discussion about the
potential experiences they may experience from successfully, resistant African American
women SSAOs. This early connection will allow new professionals to foresee what they may
experience during their journey and understand what coping skills and support systems others
have used. This will hopefully provide a proactive approach to their success as well as
increase their ability to challenge the existing systems of practice.
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2. Network of Support & Outreach. All of the participants talked about having and
findings mentors as well as how those who have served as mentors and/or sponsors have
aided in the success journey. Watt (2006) noted that many women of color feel the need to
represent the race, gender, and profession. Thus, many women of color may not seek support
for fear of being seen as incompetent. Therefore, it is suggested that those that desire to be
mentors, supervisors, or sponsors should seek out those inspiring leaders due to this specific
issue within our culture (Harper & Hurtado, 2007). This is required to foster a supportive
environment. Potential supporters, sponsors, and allies will want to make the initial
connection to these women, even though mainstream practices suggest otherwise.
Developing such a network of support and outreach can come from organizations such as
NASPA or ACPA that have special interest groups that have been created for members to
network and learn.
3. Climate Survey. Colleges/universities should look at the function and make-up of
their diversity committees for the university. The members of this committee should be made
up of African American women and other minority groups that make up the campus
community. This committee would annually assess the campus climate and make suggestions
on how they would improve the climate of the university. The committee would develop a
survey similar to the Title IX-Sexual Assault campus climate survey. It is also recommended
that, similar to the Title IX issues on college campus, similar federal mandates, policies, and
implications be put in place for all universities and colleges. This will allocate some
responsibility to the institution concerning the management of African American women as
well as any other person. Furthermore, a trustworthy process must exist for employees to
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report and/or process tactless comments or actions related to race or gender that occur in the
workplace without fear of retaliation or misunderstandings of intent.
4. Future Research. This study focused on African American women SSAOs.
Additional research is needed with respect to other marginalized groups, other intersections of
identity, cultural differences, generational differences, and looking at other isms such as
ageism. Jackson shared that at times she was one of the youngest SSAOs in the field and how
her age itself was a barrier she constantly has to address. Furthermore, many of the
participants shared their experience of having a mentor as well as sponsor (Cook, 2013) who
frequently positioned them for the next career advancement opportunity. More research is
needed on sponsorship to enhance the pipeline conversation within the field of student affairs.
Last, there is a need to compare the experiences of SSAOs in two-year settings to those in
four-year settings. Although the participants in this study share a four-year institution frame
of reference, it is important to note that that experience may not be the same across higher
education settings.

Conclusion
This study was influenced by Misty Copeland’s quote which I started this dissertation
with and Paula Giddings 1984 book, When and Where I Enter. After reading this book and
other literature on the African American woman’s experiences, I had an increased interest in
wanting to learn more about successful women of color in higher education. I purposely
chose the theoretical framework of BFT because it placed the racial and gender identities’
interchangeability of the participants in the center of their experiences (Collins, 2000).
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Although the lived stories of the participants were sometimes disheartening to hear and to
process, in the end, I recognized that their experiences needed to be shared with an intent to
effect change that benefits the common good.
This dissertation was not designed to continue the conversation and literature that
looks at the suggested deficits African American women leaders face, but to bring attention to
the ways in which these seven women have made a broken system or a system not designed
for them work in their favor. The participants’ truth lives in their experiences. Although it
was not easy, I attempted to analyze the findings and put their shared stories into meaningful
topics that hopefully give a voice to their experiences which were supported by scholarly
literature.
After writing this dissertation and reflecting on Giddings’ (1984) book and Anna Julia
Copper’s (1892/1988) well-known quote from The Voice of the South, I am reminded of and
yet reassured in understanding that “when and where I enter the whole race enters with me.”
Issues of isms still happen in our institutions; thus, we have to share our stories. It is
important to know that just because you experience racism, sexism, or any other ism does not
mean that you are inadequate. It can be easy to dwell on what is wrong with the system, but
to encourage and support other marginalized groups who desire positions in senior leadership.
it is needed. If the change in your mindset to feel empowered to speak up, meet adversities
head on, and want as much success for your future sister in the field has come from reading
the stories of women in this study, then the research goal has been met. The system may not
change in our time, and neither African American women nor just people of color will be able
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to change it alone. Change in higher education and our society will only happen when we all
take on the responsibility and a vested interest in making it happen.
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Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. This survey is a part of dissertation for
NIU’s degree completion. Your responses will be connected to your identified pseudonym
and will remain confidential. The purpose of this survey is to learn more about your
education, work, personal and family history in preparation for selected participant
interviews.
*Please note that college and university as well as African American and Black are used
interchangeably*
Part One- EDUCATIONAL INFORMATION
1. Highest degree attained
a. Master’s b. JD c. Ed.D. d. Ph.D. e. Other, please explain _______________
2. What type of undergraduate institution did you attend
a. Historically Black Institution (Public) b. Historically Black Institution (Private)
c. Predominantly White Institution (Public) d. Predominantly White Institution
(Private) e. Other, please explain ________________
3. Area of study and degree completion date for undergraduate degree ____________
4. What type of institution did you attend for your Master’s degree
a. Historically Black Institution (Public) b. Historically Black Institution (Private)
c. Predominantly White Institution (Public) d. Predominantly White Institution
(Private) e. Other, please explain_____________
5. Area of study and degree completion date for Master’s degree ____________
6. What type of institution did you attend for your doctorate
a. Historically Black Institution (Public) b. Historically Black Institution (Private)
c. Predominantly White Institution (Public) d. Predominantly White Institution
(Private) e. Not Applicable f. Other, please explain ____________________
7. Area of study and degree completion date for doctoral degree ____________
Part Two - EMPLOYMENT INFORMATION
1. How many years of experience in higher education do you have?
a. less than 5 years b. 5 -10 years c. 10-15 years d. 15-20 years e. 20-25 years
f. 26 or more
2.
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3. How many years of experience in student affairs, specifically do you have?
a. less than 5 years b. 5-10 years c. 11-20 years d. 21-25 years e. 26 or more
4. During your career, how many institutions of higher education have you worked in?
a. 1 to 2 b. 3 to 4 c. 4 to 5 d. 5 to 6 e. more than 6
5. Current position title__________________________________________________
Department______________________________________________________
College/Univeristy______________________________________________________
6. How many years have you been in your current position? a. 1 to 3
11
d. more than 12 e. Other, please explain _____________

b. 4 -7

c. 8 -

7. Is your current institution classified as a
a. 2 year institution b. 4 year institution c. other, please explain_______________
8. What type of institution do you currently work in
a. Historically Black Institution (Public) b. Historically Black Institution (Private) c.
Predominantly White Institution (Public) d. Predominantly White Institution
(Private) e. Other, please explain _________________________
9. Position title prior to SSAO _________________________________________
Part Three- FAMILY HISTORY
1. Parents’ marital status
a. Single/never married b. Married
f. Unknown

c. Separated

2. Whom did you live with as a youth (age 0-18)?
a. mother and father b. mother
c. father

d. Divorced e. Widowed

d. Other_________

3. Highest level of education of male parental figure
a. junior high/middle school or less b. Some high school c. High school graduate d.
Postsecondary school other than college e. associate’s f. bachelor’s g. Master’s
h. doctorate i. unknown j. Other, ________________
4. Highest level of education of female parental figure
a. junior high/middle school or less b. Some high school c. High school graduate d.
Postsecondary school other than college e. associate’s f. bachelor’s g. Master’s
h. doctorate i. unknown j. Other, _____________
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5. How would you classify your family’s class when you were a growing up?
a. upper class b. middle class c. working class
6. Highest level of education of your spouse/partner (if applicable)
a. junior high/middle school or less b. Some high school c. High school graduate d.
Postsecondary school other than college e. associate’s f. bachelor’s g. Master’s
h. doctorate i. Not applicable
7. How would you classify you and your family current status?
a. upper class b. middle class c. working class
Part Four - PERSONAL INFORMATION
1. Age: • 25-29 • 30-34 • 35-39 • 40-44 • 45-49 • 50-54 • 55-59 • 60 +
2. Place of Birth____________________________________
3. Marital/Relationship Status
a. Single/never married b. Married c. Separated d. Divorced e. Widowed
4. Children
a. No Children

b.1-2

c. 3-4

d. Over 4

5. Siblings/Where do you fall in the birth order (e.g.: first born, second born, last born)
a. Only child b. First born c. Second born d. Third born e. Fourth born e. Fifth + born
f. Last born
6. Full Name (First and Last) ____________________________
7. Moving forward, I prefer to us the pseudonym name of: _________________
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Interview Protocol
Interview Overview
1. Review informed consent document
a. Use of pseudonym
b. Process for answering and not answering questions
c. Process for withdrawing from study
d. Obtain oral consent to participate in the study
e. Obtain oral consent to be audio recorded during the interviews
2. Review of data collection process
a. Interview time commitment
3. Review each interviews topic
a. First – Reflection of career path
b. Second – Reflection on experiences of sexism and racism, building a legacy
c. Follow-Up – Review of interview transcript and final reflections
4. Participant Questions
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The following are interview themes with representative questions
INTERVIEW ONE – “Career Path of a SSAO”
Career trajectories of African American women SSAO’s
1. Tell me about your professional experiences prior to your current role? What
made you choose student affairs? Why do you choose to stay in student affairs?
2. Please tell me about your current position? How many years have you been in this
position?
3. What influenced your decision to become a SSAO at (XXX)?
What strategies have African American women senior student affairs administrators
employed in order to be successful in their career advancement?
1. Looking at your overall professional experiences what factors would you say
contributed to your success? Please talk more about when you have used these
strategies?
2. What drives you to keep going?
3. What challenges do you perceive you had to manage while navigating your career
advancement as African American women?
4. What would you say was your most memorable experience throughout your journey?

INTERVIEW TWO – “AAW SSAO experience”
African American women SSAO’s navigate racism and sexism along their career
journeys
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1. How would you describe the campus climate for African American women as
administrators?
2. Are you the first African American women in your position? If so, what has that
experience been like for you? Can you tell me about a time being first has aided and/or
hindered you in your position?
3. In your experience as an African American woman leader, have you ever had to
deal with a challenge of your authority/leadership/skills that your other
colleagues have not? If, so, what was that experience like for you?
4. In your experience can you tell me about a time where you felt issues of
systematic racism and/or sexism was not being addressed? What was that
experience/time like for you?
5. Please tell me how your race has influence your career experience? Is there a specific
experience that stands out, if so can you share?
6. Tell me how your gender has influence your career experience? Is there a specific
experience that stands out, if so can you share?
Building your Legacy
7. Tell me in your career experience how you have provoked change? How do you cope
with issues that don’t change? Or please tell me about an experience where change did
not happen, how did you cope?
8. What support systems are in place for African American women in higher education?
9. What words of wisdom could you provide a new professional woman of color entering
into student affairs?
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10. If/When you were to leave your current institution what would you want to be
remembered for? In the student affairs field?
11. What question did I not ask that you think I should have?
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I am writing to invite you to participate in my dissertation research study exploring the
experiences of African American women senior student affairs officers (SSAO) employed at
institution of higher education within the United States. The information below provides
general details about the study and what your involvement would entail.
Purpose Statement: The purpose of this life history study is to examine the experiences of
African American women senior student affairs officers to understand the strategies they
utilized to advance their careers.
This study has three questions:
1. What were the career trajectories of African American women SSAO’s?
2. How did African American women SSAO’s navigate racism and sexism along their
career journeys?
3. What strategies have African American women senior student affairs administrators
employed in order to be successful in their career advancement?
Potential Involvement
Pre-Interview Survey: Each participant will be asked to complete a “Participant Summary”
which will be disseminated via a secured online survey tool called SoGo Survey. The survey
will assist in collecting educational history, employment history, parent/family information
and demographic information about each potential participant.
Interviews: Each participant will be interviewed twice for no more than two (2) hours each
time. The interviews will take in a setting designated by the participant. Interviews will be
conducted face to face, via video conferencing, or phone.
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Document Review: Each participant will be asked to provide documents that speak
to/provide reflective stories about their experience as a senior student affairs officer (i.e.
curriculum vitae/resume, portfolio, articles, pictures).
Follow-up: Each participant may be asked follow-up questions to speak about and/or write
about additional stories or responses questions back to me.
Member Checking: Each participant will be asked to read and provide
clarification/comments on the transcripts from their interviews and/or my analysis of
interviews.
Communication Efforts: Each participant, throughout the course of the study, will be given
the opportunity to communicate with me through traditional communication means (email and
phone) and/or via social networking tools.
I have attached a copy of the consent form to this email. If you are interested in participating
in this study, please email me at mrs.tmscott@gmail.com . If you have any questions you can
reach me at: mrs.tmscott@gmail.com .
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